ScOT - Schools Online Thesaurus 

Summary

At the 14th National Cataloguing Conference in 2001, it was announced that the SCIS Subject Headings were about to enter a new era as the basis of ScOT, the Schools Online Thesaurus. But by 2003, ScOT has taken on a life of its own. This paper looks at the reasons for the change of direction and explores the possible future paths for both ScOT and SCIS Subject Headings. 

Organisational framework of the ScOT project

The Le@rning Federation is an initiative of the state and federal governments of Australia and the government of New Zealand. The aim of the initiative is to develop online interactive curriculum content for Australian and New Zealand schools. This initiative began in 2001 with a Commonwealth government commitment to funding over five years, which was met with matching funding by the States and Territories. New Zealand subsequently joined the initiative. The Schools Online Thesaurus (ScOT) Project is a collaborative venture of the initiative, which is being conducted by the initiative's joint partners Curriculum Corporation and education.au limited. ScOT is being developed to describe and enhance discovery of online curriculum content. 

ScOT will also be used to provide a controlled subject vocabulary for EdNA Online, a national online service developed by education.au limited for the education and training sector. ScOT also has the potential to be used by other private or educational agencies.

Curriculum Corporation provides curriculum materials and services in Australia and specialises in educational project management at national and international levels. The Corporation coordinates the Schools Catalogue Information Service (SCIS), a national cataloguing service providing bibliographic and authority records for Australian, New Zealand and international schools. Management of the SCIS Subject Headings is an integral part of this service.

education.au limited is a national ICT agency for education and training, focussing on developing and managing online services that are of benefit to the education and training sector and are national in scope.

The standards framework

The content takes the form of online learning objects, which can be defined as one or more files that can stand alone as a learning experience. In practice however, these objects can be repurposed to become part of different learning sequences. The files may be text, audio, graphic, animation or any combination of these.

Agreed standards underpin all aspects of The Exchange - the repository and distribution system that will supply online learning objects to the education systems and provide a tool for users to discover online content relevant to their areas of interest.

In keeping with this focus on standards, an underlying principle of ScOT is its adherence to ANSI/NISO Z39.19-1993, Guidelines for the Construction, Format, and Management of Monolingual Thesauri. Quality assurance specifications incorporating decisions and interpretations of this standard have been developed. Subject builds are assessed in relation to compliance with these agreed specifications.

Learning objects are being developed across priority curriculum areas, starting with Science, Mathematics and Numeracy and Languages other than English (LOTE). The other areas are Studies of Australia, Innovation, Creativity and Enterprise and Literacy for students at risk. The challenge for the ScOT project is to ensure that development of the thesaurus keeps step with the delivery of learning objects in the relevant curriculum areas, while working towards the development of a broad subject framework. Thus the thesaurus is being compiled in modules or building blocks. The first version consisted of science terms; the next version incorporated terms for mathematics and the third major release will incorporate literacy, literature and LOTE.

SCIS Subject Headings

The first edition of the then ASCIS Subject Headings List was published in 1985, growing from a pilot edition created from the various lists developed by individual state and territory education departments. The most recent edition of the SCIS Subject Headings, the fifth edition, was published in 2002. In structure, this list is similar to the Sears List of Subject Headings, a simplified version of LCSH, but its main strength and the reason for its continuing widespread popularity in Australian schools is its fulfilment of two basic criteria:

· it is suitable for school students

· it uses Australasian  terminology.

The structure of the SCIS Subject Headings, while very suitable for browse lists and keyword searching in online library catalogues, is fundamentally different from that of a thesaurus. Like all lists of subject headings it has been built up over time on the basis of literary warrant. The relationships between terms are often not strictly hierarchical, but based on the perceived interests of the users of the list. Many headings are not explicitly included in the list but may be constructed by the cataloguer as needed, using model or example headings as a guide. Although it has a simpler structure than LCSH it still has a high degree of pre-coordinated and inverted headings, such as: English language – Dictionaries – Vietnamese; Civilisation, Greek. In general, headings describe broad concepts rather than very specific ones, unless there is sufficient literary warrant to justify more precise headings.

In the process of developing the early “builds” of science and mathematics terms for ScOT, it was recognised that if the SCIS Subject Headings were to be used as the basis of the thesaurus, they would need substantial modification. The impact on existing customers of a radical change to the terminology and structures of the SCIS Subject Headings would be considerable. After much deliberation and consultation the decision was made to develop ScOT as a separate product. While reference is made to the SCIS headings (as well as to other lists and thesauri) during the subject build process, the focus of ScOT is on terms used to describe learning objects within the curriculum framework. ScOT and SCIS are therefore moving in separate directions. 

Quality assurance and management

The ScOT Management Group consisting of representatives from the three organisations is responsible for overseeing the development of the thesaurus. A consultative group of experts in the use of controlled vocabularies and metadata, drawn from SCIS cataloguing agencies, state and territory education sectors and the non-government school sector, provides valuable feedback and advice.

To date, SCIS agencies in New South Wales and Western Australia have been contracted to develop thesaurus content in one or more curriculum areas. A requirement for the consultant undertaking a subject build is that subject experts including curriculum planners and teachers must be consulted. Both of the SCIS agencies involved in the subject builds to date work within the curriculum services areas of their relevant state government education departments. Further consultation with expert groups is drawn on as required. Educational level and regional context also need to be considered.

Curriculum documentation is usually centred on learning outcomes rather than topics. However ScOT is used to describe the "aboutness" of the subjects that are taught in the curriculum rather than learning outcomes. There is also a potential tension between the needs of the two major stakeholders, The Le@rning Federation and education.au limited. For the TLF, very specific terms are needed to describe the discrete components of learning objects, while for EdNA Online, terms covering a broader range of topics may be more suitable for the websites and other resources described in EdNA Online.

The future

It is expected that by 2004, ScOT will have been developed to a reasonable depth and breadth of content. In the medium term, SCIS Subject Headings will continue to be supported and used in Australian and New Zealand school library systems. Meanwhile, Curriculum Corporation in conjunction with the SCIS cataloguing agencies will trial the use of ScOT terms in SCIS catalogue records, initially in parallel with SCIS Subject Headings. The trial will involve a detailed assessment of the appropriateness of ScOT thesaurus terms for use in online library catalogues and their relevance to the description and discovery of school library resources.
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