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The Australian Pictorial Thesaurus in 2003. 

Summary:
The Australian Pictorial Thesaurus is a free, web-based, specialist subject thesaurus for indexing Australian documentary heritage images and objects. The APT was launched in January 2001 and is now over 2 years old. This paper is an introduction to the APT, explaining its background, operational management structure and day-to-day operations. Future directions and access challenges are considered, within the context of the ACOC conference theme of “Aiming for Access”. Questions from the audience will be fielded via the panel at the end of the session.

Introduction.

The Australian Pictorial Thesaurus (APT) is an online hierarchical thesaurus of specifically Australian subject terms, intended for use in the indexing of images and other original material collections in Australian libraries, archives and museums. It consists of an authoritative, controlled vocabulary, compiled and maintained on established principles of thesaurus construction. 

The APT uses contemporary Australian words and phrases to describe objects, people, places, activities and concepts. The range and depth of APT terms facilitate the precise indexing of images and collections. Using APT terms for subject searches across the participating databases of national collections will facilitate accurate and appropriate image and original material retrieval.

The APT is a free service, a joint project led by the Council of Australian State Libraries (CASL), which represents the 8 State and Territories Libraries and the National Library of Australia. It is sponsored by the Australian Museums Online (AMOL) and CASL. The APT is hosted on the State Library of NSW’s website, using ADLIB Information Systems software.

The APT arranges terms hierarchically. This means that terms are organised within a table of linked terms. When searching any individual term there will always be links to other terms which are similar but broader in their application; other terms which are similar but narrower in their application; and terms which are related. This allows the user to move around the thesaurus by following its hyperlinks, to choose the most appropriate term. Unlike many familiar library catalogues, the APT does not use string headings such as Automobiles -- Australia --- History. Instead it uses single words or brief phrases, known in library circles as a post-coordinate system.

Users can suggest new terms for the APT on the electronic form provided on site. The thesaurus is regularly being expanded with new terms, currently there are about 15 000 terms and this is steadily increasing. The website receives upwards of 35, 000 hits per month.

Background.

When cataloguing Australian collections depicting uniquely Australian scenes, history and lifestyles, the need for a thesaurus of indexing terms made up of Australian terminology may seem obvious. Prior to the year 2000 however there was no such distinctly Australian thesaurus to call on, apart from the very general APAIS thesaurus. In libraries, most of the extant tools used are American in origin and reflect a strong cultural bias. A small country such as Australia is reluctantly forced to adopt these standards because it is not cost-effective to develop independent tools that allow for the expression of Australian identity
. Any attempt to develop and maintain a uniquely Australian “antidote” to transatlantic-language thesauri would require a big funding commitment from believers in the cause. Fortunately there was a commitment to this project from CASL in 2000 and the funding was made available. A further boost for the project was the existence already at the State Library of NSW, of an Australian-focussed topic thesaurus within the PICMAN database, from which the APT could evolve.

PICMAN, short for pictures and manuscripts, was established in 1992, as a database for recording and cataloguing the State Library’s original materials acquisitions, taking over from the Reading Room card catalogues which were no longer added to after that date. Today the database is online and contains over 300 000 records, but it began as an on-site database and its thesaurus originated in 1986 as a working tool for indexing over 200 000 historic photographs on videodiscs for the NSW Government Printing Office (GPO) Bicentennial Archives Project.  In 1989, the collection and thesaurus were transferred to the State Library. The Library adopted the thesaurus for indexing its videodiscs. From 1992, the GPO records were loaded and all new pictorial acquisitions were catalogued on the PICMAN database (as well as manuscripts), from where the thesaurus got its name.

The PTT was highly regarded by other institutions and became the basis for the APT, following extensive testing of the thesaurus on a wider range of collections at institutions other than SLNSW, development work on its structure, selection of a thesaurus management software package and the development of a management strategy for its ongoing maintenance and funding. A business model was developed and at the same time, web technology and modern telecommunications were surging ahead – all this aided the development of the project. 

That’s a brief background to the APT, it was launched in January 2001.

Operational management structure.

The management structure operative since 2002 consists of a steering committee which is CASL – Council of Australian State Libraries. The responsibility of the steering committee is to approve and allocate funding, receive quarterly reports, and monitor and approve development. Under this is a management committee, consisting of 2 CASL nominees, an AMOL nominee and a Thesaurus Manager who is also the convenor. The management committee oversees developments and evaluation, monitors progress and performance, incorporates the museum perspective and assists with promotion. At the operational level, at the SLNSW, there is a Thesaurus Manager and a Thesaurus Coordinator (me), and also involvement from our Pictures Curator. The responsibilities of this group are managing day-to-day operations, delivering services to users, preparation of budgets, planning, progress and statistical reports, promotions and evaluation strategy. There is also a reference group, known as the digital issues working group, which provides advice and input as required.

Day-to-day operations.
As coordinator, my main duties day-to-day consist of assessing new terms for inclusion, responding to user queries and ongoing review of the thesaurus hierarchy and all web content.  When assessing new terms for inclusion, I have to keep in mind that the scope of the thesaurus is national. Therefore we try to stick to nationally recognised terms and avoid idiomatic terms that may only be common to particular states. The authorities we refer to in this assessment are in the first instance Australian, such as the Macquarie Dictionary, APAIS (Australian Public Affairs Information Service) and ATSIT (Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Thesaurus). Only if these resources are too limited do we consider American authorities. Mindful that the thesaurus is primarily intended for images, that contain less abstract concepts than text materials, we have also tried to keep the abstract concept terms to a minimum. Increasingly there is more demand for abstract terms however, usually in reference to modern photography where the artist has manipulated the image for some purpose and has not taken a purely documentary photograph. The software supporting the APT requires regular testing and upgrading, which I am involved in and with technology moving at such a fast pace another task I have is to be constantly alert to new trends in software development and new possibilities for expanding the APT’s profile and potential usage. 

Future directions and access issues.

Our intention is for the APT to become a widely used national standard. The National Library, host of Picture Australia, recommends APT to contributors to Picture Australia, as a way of improving the quality of resource description. It is used as a primary thesaurus by the State Library of NSW, the State Library of Queensland, Film Australia and the Northern Territory Library & Information Service. It is the secondary thesaurus of the State Library of Victoria and the State Library of Western Australia. The number of individual users of the APT is growing steadily and we currently have approximately 550 registered users. The APT can be used without formal registration, so realistically we would probably have more than this 550.

The role of any thesaurus is to offer to users a vocabulary of controlled indexing language, formally organised so that relationships between concepts are made explicit. This vocabulary is used to accurately describe items in information retrieval systems, whether these be local databases, online databases, or printed indexes or catalogues
. For APT users employing APT subject headings in the cataloguing of items which appear in online databases, searchable on the Internet, these assigned subject headings eventually become metadata subject tags that are uniform and consistent. At the 11th  Information Online Conference held at Darling Harbour, 21-23 January this year, it was stated by Anne Parkhill that allocating titles in metadata tags for catalogued records is always relatively easy but to then to ascribe subject headings is always harder and where people come unstuck.  But APT is serving the important function of providing authoritative suggestions for topic headings that conform to metadata guidelines and in turn lead to a higher standard of resource description in online databases. The flow-on from this, in turn, is the enhancement of access to information for the searcher because the searcher is working with databases that contain a high and consistent standard of subject description and metadata. Subject headings are clear and concise, and searching for a particular heading or headings will lead to retrieval of records which are what the searcher expects and are relevant to them. This outcome of a successful search means that the subject headings and the metadata are doing their job of enhancing information access.

This paper was presented by Allison Kingscote to the ACOC (Australian Committee on Cataloguing) Seminar at the Wesley Centre, Sydney, Friday 25 July 2003, in the “Achieving access panel” session.

A short demonstration of the APT website was included in the presentation.

A photograph by Wendy McDougall was displayed during the presentation – “Carcoar Dam, Christmas Day 2000” (ML PXD 865/10), with the photographer’s permission.
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