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No standardized learning outcomes exist for the cataloging education of school librarians in 
library and information science (LIS) programs. Additionally, LIS programs teach cataloging 
concepts in a variety of ways over various timeframes, raising the question of what it is that 
LIS programs should teach about cataloging and classification to prospective school librar-
ians. The current literature offers limited guidance but does indicate that both theory and 
practice are important in the process of learning cataloging. A survey of school librarians 
was conducted to determine which cataloging and classification tools they use and which 
skills related to cataloging and classification are most important. Results indicate that few 
school librarians use descriptive cataloging tools such as AACR2 or RDA. Additionally, school 
librarians do not rate or rank descriptive cataloging or controlled vocabulary as important 
skills. Since descriptive cataloging guidelines and controlled vocabulary provide support for 
FRBR user tasks and create a database that facilitates the many activities of school librari-
ans, this article suggests that LIS programs adopt a curriculum that communicates the value 
of a standardized, quality catalog. Additionally, practicum opportunities with experienced 
catalogers are an important element of cataloging education and should be incorporated 
into the curriculum. Finally, LIS programs should be intentional about connecting students 
to resources such as discussion groups and professional development opportunities that 
will continue to support cataloging efforts after students graduate. Future research into 
simplifying descriptive cataloging guidelines and determining essential MARC coding will 
help guide curriculum development in LIS programs.

Keywords: cataloging education, curriculum, LIS program, school librarians, school library 
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In most states in the United States, in addition to a teaching certification, 
school librarians are required to hold a master’s degree in library science 
(Jesseman, Page, & Underwood, 2015). Programs that provide this degree 
can be accredited by either the American Library Association (ALA) or the 
Council for the Accreditation of Educator Preparation (CAEP) in cooper-
ation with the American Association of School Librarians (AASL). While 
accreditation standards for school librarian programs do not specifically 
address cataloging and classification, the ALA’s Standards for Accreditation 
of Master’s Programs in Library and Information Science recognizes that “the 
curriculum of library and information studies encompasses . . . organiza-
tion and description . . . of . . . information resources” (ALA, 2015, p. 5). 
Likewise, AASL’s ALA/AASL Standards for Initial Preparation of School Librar-
ians recognize the need for school librarians to provide “equitable access 
to resources” (AASL, 2010, p. 6) and “organize school library collections 
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according to current library cataloging 
and classification principles and stan-
dards” (p. 10).

To address the need for school 
librarians to be able to organize and 
provide equitable access to informa-
tion resources, library and informa-
tion science (LIS) programs offer 
instruction in the areas of cataloging 
and classification. However, there is 
no standard curriculum or learning 
outcomes for these subjects, despite 
Gorman’s (2002) call for such. Joudrey 
(2008, 2014) found that a more gen-
eral information organization (IO) 
course is replacing the cataloging 
course as a requirement in ALA- 
accredited programs.

Likewise, the length of time de-
voted to the subjects varies. Because 
cataloging and classification can be 
taught either in a stand-alone catalog-
ing course or within the broader IO 
course, students’ exposure to the top-
ics can vary widely. Some students will 
experience an entire semester of cata-
loging and classification, sometimes in 
addition to the IO course, while others 
are exposed to more condensed mate-
rial in eight-week modules or even less 
(Davis, 2008; Harvey, 2003; Hsieh-Yee, 
2004; Joudrey, 2014; Miller, Lee, Ol-
son, & Smiraglia, 2012; Moss, 2007). 
At the other extreme, the University of 
South Africa actually offers instruction 
in cataloging that is completed over 
the course of four years, depending on 

the level of degree that is desired (Cloete, 2006).
The school library media program at Murray State University, a 

medium-sized, four-year public university in Kentucky requires stu-
dents completing the program to take a course called Organizing 
and Managing Library Resources. Content in this three-credit online 
course includes collection management policies, collection analysis 
and assessment, and selection and acquisition of resources, leaving 
about eight weeks of the 16-week course to cover cataloging topics 

KEY POINTS

• W i t h  t h e  m o v e  a w a y
from required cataloging
courses toward information
organization courses in LIS
p ro g ra m s ,  m a ny  s c h o o l
l i b r a r i a n s  d o  n o t  f e e l
adequate ly  prepared  to
u n d e r s t a n d  a n d  a p p l y
cataloging and classification
standards.

• Pract ica l  appl icat ion,  in
a d d i t i o n  t o  t h e o re t i c a l
knowledge, is an essential
means of providing graduates
of LIS programs with the
a b i l i t y  t o  u n d e r s t a n d
and apply cataloging and
classification standards.

• L I S  p r o g r a m s  m u s t
communicate the value of
cataloging and classification
sta n d a rd s  to  t h e  o t h e r
tasks that school librarians
perform, such as collection
d e v e l o p m e n t  a n d
management, collaboration
with teachers, information
l i tera c y,  referen c e ,  a n d
readers’ advisory services in
order for students to see the
value of these standards.
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such as description, subject analysis, and classification. Competency 
in these areas includes the ability to understand, interpret, and  
apply multiple complex international standards.

Having taught the course for two semesters, I was challenged by feed-
back from the students to understand and provide both the theoretical in-
formation and practical training in cataloging and classification that would 
be of the most benefit to the preparation of school librarians whose days 
are filled with a variety of tasks, only one of which is cataloging. With the 
recognition that the students needed to be exposed to both the theoretical 
and the practical aspects of cataloging and classification, the challenge was 
how to do that in such a limited timeframe. Additionally, knowing that the 
timeframe would not allow for a full understanding of standards such as 
RDA: Resource Description and Access (RDA), MARC 21 Format for Bibliographic 
Data (MARC21), Library of Congress Subject Headings (LCSH), and the Dewey 
Decimal Classification System (DDC), and concepts such as authority control 
and subject analysis, I needed to determine the most essential information 
about cataloging and classification relevant to school librarians.

Literature review

Cataloging education

Most articles discussing cataloging education since 2000 consider whether 
cataloging courses should be required in graduate programs of library and 
information science (LIS) and if the focus of those courses should be on 
theory or practice (Davis, 2008; Dull, 2011; Elrod, 2008; Gorman, 2002; 
Harvey, 2003; Hill, 2004a, 2004b; Holley, 2002; Hsieh-Yee, 2004, 2008; Intner, 
2002; Joudrey, 2014; Moss, 2007; Saye, 2002). Joudrey (2014) found that, in 
2012, 88% of ALA-accredited LIS programs require a course in information 
organization, either a broad organization course or a basic cataloging course. 
This indicates the recognition by library programs of how important it is that 
graduates have some understanding of cataloging theories.

For instructors, finding the right balance between theory and practice 
is an ongoing challenge. While Carlyle affirms that the ideal would be to 
teach theory alongside practice, she contends that there is not enough 
time to do that. Instead, she believes strongly that students in cataloging 
classes need to be taught “how to think about cataloging, not how to cat-
alog” (Dull, 2011, p.117). Moulaison (2012) indicates that in order for 
students to understand the conceptual underpinnings of the work they do 
and to be able to adapt to new systems and changing standards, they need 
to pay more than cursory attention to theoretical principles. Likewise, 
Intner (2009, p. 14) states that “theoretical principles are unlikely to be 
overturned” when applications and standards change. Additionally, Elrod 
(2008, pp. 6–7) finds that too much focus on the creation of bibliographic 
records leaves catalogers with “little understanding of their role, or how 
they function in an ILS.”
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However, focus on theory over practice results in graduates not having 
the practical skills they need to perform their jobs and relying on the cat-
aloging community to train them. Additionally, the benefits of exposure 
to both theory and practice, Davis (2008) found, are a reduction in the 
amount of time needed for on-the-job-training, improvement of overall 
service to patrons, and the ability of librarians to adapt existing principles 
to new concepts.

Researchers are clear that practical application makes abstract theo-
retical concepts easier to grasp. Moss (2007, p. 11) found that there was a 
consensus among instructors of cataloging that “the students could only 
comprehend the theoretical underpinnings of the discipline by actually 
doing it.” After 40 semesters of teaching cataloging, Intner (2002, p. 18) 
observed that a “direct relationship exists between the amount of hands-on 
cataloging done in the course through homework assignments and in-class 
exercises, and the ability of students to assimilate the factual material 
associated with cataloging practice and make it part of their personal 
knowledge.”

Indeed, faculty teaching these programs indicate that they would like 
to be able to devote more time to practical instruction. Hudon (2011, 
p. 343) states that “[i]t has always been considered useful that students
become familiar with the tools they will be using in their first professional 
position.” Finally, Snow & Hoffman (2015, p. 188) found four elements 
that made a difference for students learning cataloging: “cataloging prac-
tice, effectiveness of the instructor, balance of theory and practice, and a 
real-world context.”

These findings were echoed in a recent ALCTS e-Forum on Catalog-
ing & Metadata Education, where many respondents clearly indicated that 
they would have liked more practical or hands-on instruction in catalog-
ing in their LIS program. Comments indicated that students had trouble 
understanding the concepts because of their lack of practical experience. 
One respondent indicated that “there is absolutely no substitute for doing 
the work” (J. Conti, ALCTS e-forum, March 20, 2018).

It is troubling for students studying to be school librarians that, ac-
cording to Joudrey (2014), 65% of the courses that were taught to fulfill 
the IO requirement were the broader organization course, an increase of 
7% from the study done in 2005. These “organization courses address the 
conceptual foundations of information organization in various environ-
ments and provide an introduction to a variety of metadata approaches” 
(Joudrey, 2008, p. 195), but both Joudrey (2008) and Davis (2008) found 
that these courses cover traditional library cataloging practices and tools 
on only a cursory level. Dull (2011, p. 116) states that “[t]he changing 
focus of library education to a more general theory of information or-
ganization over the practical ins-and-outs of describing bibliographic 
resources for retrieval and access high lights potential tensions between 
educators and practitioners.” These courses follow the recommendation by 
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Hsieh-Yee (2003) of integrating metadata topics into cataloging education. 
While this is intended to serve “the next generation of LIS professionals”  
(p. 16), it misses the mark for the unique needs of those professionals who 
will serve in school libraries. Students studying to be school librarians in 
these programs who do not take an additional cataloging course are not 
prepared to handle cataloging tasks with any level of confidence. Addition-
ally, in their discussion of three studies that examine quality of cataloging, 
Schultz-Jones, Snow, Miksa, and Hasenyager (2012) note the low usage of 
cataloging tools by public librarians. They are concerned that “low utiliza-
tion of cataloguing tools and resources impacts cataloguer judgment and 
record quality” (p. 78) and speculate that one reason for this might be a 
lack of education about cataloging tools, resources, or practices. The im-
plication is that cataloging educators have not done a good job preparing 
students to be catalogers.

Several articles discuss the curriculum of classification or subject 
cataloging courses but fall short of specifying learning outcomes. Hudon 
(2011) surveyed instructors of classification courses in the 56 ALA- 
accredited master’s programs in the United States to determine the 
specific content taught and tools used. Taylor (2006) identifies various 
contexts in which the DDC is taught and discusses the inherent challenges 
as well as methods used in teaching the DDC. Hider (2004) examined 
whether the use of a particular format of the DDC scheme affected learn-
ing and found that there was no significant difference. Finally, Taylor and 
Joudrey (2002) discuss their approach to teaching subject cataloging in 
both the general organizing information course and advanced courses in 
descriptive cataloging and subject analysis.

School library programs

In all of the articles discussing cataloging education, instruction for school 
librarians is mentioned only tangentially, if at all. Of the articles published 
since 2000 that specifically address the preparation of school librarians 
for cataloging responsibilities, very few discuss the cataloging courses or 
curriculum in LIS programs except to acknowledge that cataloging and 
classification are part of the curriculum in school librarian programs.

Most articles that do address the preparation of school librarians for 
cataloging responsibilities are surveys of graduates and other stakeholders. 
In Shannon’s (2008) surveys of both graduates and intern supervisors, 
neither felt that interns or graduates were prepared well when it came to 
cataloging. Program completers from the University of South Carolina 
School of Library and Information Science school library media program 
gave “practical focus” the lowest satisfaction rating for their program and 
indicated “that they would like to have had more exposure to the ‘practi-
cal’ and ‘nuts and bolts’ aspects of the job” (p. 28). Additionally, “twelve 
respondents specifically mentioned that they were unprepared for cata-
loging media center materials” (p. 32). Internship supervisors indicated 



290 Engelson

overall satisfaction with the level of competencies and skills the students 
brought to the internship; however, they gave their second lowest rating 
to knowledge in the area of “organizing materials for access and retrieval”  
(p. 33). Thirteen respondents specifically mentioned that the interns 
lacked skills in the area of cataloging. They also indicated that the highest 
area of growth included library automation and cataloging/processing, 
tellingly demonstrating the value and effectiveness of practica in this area.

Practicing school librarians in Georgia also indicated that “more time 
spent teaching cataloging, using Dewey/Sears especially for non-print 
(videos, etc.)” (McCoy, 2001, p. 178) would have been valuable to their 
preparation. They also felt that cataloging training should be a hands-on 
activity.

Graduates from the Teacher Librarianship by Distance Learning 
(TLDL) program at the University of Alberta in Edmonton felt that the 
course in cataloging, classification, and organization of material was “ir-
relevant or needed a change of focus” (de Groot & Branch, 2011, p. 293). 
The respondents were not indicating that a course in cataloging was not 
necessary but that more time should be given to the broader issues of 
cataloging (including how to find and identify quality records) and less 
to creating the records. It can be inferred from their comments that the 
connection between the MARC record structure and content and search 
strategies should be made more explicit so that school librarians can help 
students understand how searching in a catalog is different from searching 
the Internet (de Groot & Branch, 2011, pp. 293–294). While de Groot and 
Branch (2011, p. 295) indicated that the organization and management of 
resources course was “redesigned to meet the needs of current and future 
students,” they did not detail those changes.

Additionally, Widdersheim & Widdersheim (2014) surveyed librarians 
at nine secondary school libraries in Pennsylvania to determine cataloging 
practices and discovered that even though almost no librarians performed 
original cataloging, some indicated that they were unprepared for catalog-
ing tasks. They further felt that more research should be done to deter-
mine “what kind of education and prior experience is suitable preparation 
for school librarians” (p. 80).

The one article that was not about the results of a survey discussed 
the implementation of a boot camp to introduce students to RDA (Veitch, 
Greenberg, Keizer, & Gunther, 2013). The boot camp was a three-hour 
instruction session held outside of normal class time and took the place 
of one or two regular class sessions. This boot camp was successful in 
improving students’ understanding of RDA, with overwhelmingly positive 
feedback about the usefulness of the hands-on exercise.

It is worth noting that several discussions have taken place on eduCAT, 
a discussion list for educators in the cataloging and metadata fields, ad-
dressing the same question that this study is attempting to answer. This is 
an issue with which the academic community continues to wrestle.
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Methodology

In setting out to answer the question of what knowledge related to catalog-
ing concepts school librarians need, I developed a survey that asked school 
librarians about their use of, and the value they placed on, cataloging 
tools, as well as the instruction and training they received in cataloging 
(see Appendix). The survey asked school librarians to both rate and rank 
the importance of various cataloging skills and to list the frequency of the 
use of cataloging tools such as AACR2, The Concise AACR2, RDA Toolkit, 
Sears List of Subject Headings (Sears), LCSH, DDC, DDC Abridged, and MARC 
21. Also, respondents were asked about the sources of bibliographic re-
cords for their resources.

The survey was posted to two school library discussion lists, KYLMS, a 
statewide discussion list for school librarians and LM_NET, an international 
discussion list for school librarians in February 2015, with a second post in 
April 2015. It is likely that there is overlap in subscribers between these two 
lists; however, based on no responses from school librarians in Kentucky, 
that overlap did not prove to be an issue. One hundred and fifty-one surveys 
were completed. Not all questions were answered by every respondent, so 
percentages are based on the total number of answers for each question.

Findings

Demographics

Respondents were from 39 states in the United States, with school librar-
ians from Texas making up the highest percentage of respondents at 
almost 14%, followed by New York at almost 7%. Three respondents did 
not indicate which state they were from, and there was at least one inter-
national respondent. This respondent brought to my attention that the 
survey did not provide an opportunity for international school librarians 
to indicate where they were from.

While most respondents (32%) had between 11 and 20 years of expe-
rience as school librarians, the other ranges of experience were well repre-
sented. See Figure 1 for distribution of years of experience of respondents.

School grade levels were equally represented. The categories 
given were elementary (grades K–5), middle school (grades 6–8), 
and high school (grades 9–12), with a final option of “other” and 
an opportunity to write in. Some 32% of the respondents chose the 
“other” category. Many of the respondents serve more than one cate-
gory of grade level, while some serve grade levels not represented on 
the list, such as pre-K and college. Two respondents indicated that 
they had retired. After taking into account responses for multiple 
grade levels, 47% of respondents represented elementary grades, 
45% respondents represented middle-school grades, and 43% of 
respondents represented high-school grades. See Figure 2 for the 
distribution of grade levels represented by respondents.
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Figure 1: Distribution of respondents’ years of experience as school librarians.
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Figure 2: Distribution of grade levels represented by respondents.

Cataloging training

Only 59% of the respondents had an MLS, MLIS, or equivalent degree. 
Another 22% had an MS or MA in library media. The remaining 19% did 
not have a graduate degree in librarianship. The vast majority of the respon-
dents had received formal training in cataloging and/or classification as part 
of their graduate degree program (85% and 76%, respectively). A smaller 
percentage had received formal training in these topics (7% in cataloging 
and 6% in classification) only through training offered outside of a graduate 
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Figure 3: Comparison of training received in cataloging and classification.

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90%

No

Yes, as part of degree
program

Yes, outside of degree
program

Classification Cataloging

degree program (workshops, webinars, and so on). Some had received no 
training in cataloging (8%) or classification (18%), either in their graduate 
program or through a professional development program. See Figure 3 for a 
comparison of training received in cataloging and classification.

Almost three-quarters of the respondents had received formal train-
ing in cataloging and classification at least five years before they took the 
survey, which was prior to RDA implementation at the Library of Congress. 
Only 20% had received training within four years of taking the survey. 
Eleven of the respondents, when answering this question, indicated they 
had never received formal training in cataloging or classification. However, 
three of them also indicated that they had received formal training either 
in their graduate program or in professional development training outside 
of the graduate coursework when answering the previous question. It is 
unclear why these respondents provided such contradictory answers. See 
Figure 4 for the distribution of currency of training.

A small majority of the respondents (59%) indicated that the training 
they had received in cataloging and classification in their graduate degree 
program was sufficient or highly sufficient to enable them to catalog and 
classify the library’s information resources, while 34% deemed that train-
ing only adequate or somewhat sufficient. Eight respondents (7%) felt 
that the training was not sufficient. See Figure 5 for responses related to 
sufficiency of training.

Sources of records

In 85% of the libraries represented by the respondents, the librarian does 
the majority of the cataloging and classification work. In a smaller portion 
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Figure 5: Responses related to sufficiency of training.
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(7%), a library staff member who does not have formal library training 
does the work. Several libraries (3%) have the work done in a centralized 
cataloging department. Two libraries share the work between the library 
aides or non-professional library staff and the librarian, and only one 
library indicated that a student does that work. It was unclear from two 
other responses who actually does the cataloging work.

Respondents were asked to indicate which sources they used for ac-
quiring bibliographic records from a list of seven:

• download them from a vendor’s database (e.g., Follett’s TitleWave);
• download them from a bibliographic utility (e.g., OCLC’s WorldCat);
• receive them from the publisher when a resource is ordered;
• download them from the Library of Congress’s database;
• download them from another library’s database;
• create them from CIP (Cataloging in Publication) data; or
• create them from information on or about the resource other than

CIP.

All but 14 of the 122 respondents to this question (89%) acquire bib-
liographic records from more than one source. The vast majority of librar-
ians (87%) acquire their bibliographic records through the vendor from 
which they order the resource. For nine of those libraries, this is their 
only source of records. Other sources of bibliographic records are used 
equitably: CIP is a source for 61% of respondents; the publisher provides 
records for 55% of respondents, with two libraries using only publisher’s 
records; and 48% create original bibliographic records. Almost half (47%) 
of the respondents use bibliographic records from other library databases, 
with one library using this as their only source of records. Another 44% 
use a bibliographic utility as a source for records, with this being the only 
source for two libraries, while 39% of respondent download records from 
the Library of Congress database. See Figure 6 for the distribution of 
sources of records.

A small number of respondents (9%) indicated that they always edit 
the records that they do not create, with 11% indicating that they rarely or 
never edit those records. However, the rest either sometimes (43%), often 
(25%), or most of the time (11%) edit those records. Interestingly, 80% 
create their own records either from scratch or by using CIP data. This 
represents a substantial number of respondents who need to understand 
cataloging and classification rules and standards.

Cataloging tools

Because library school students and graduates have indicated that the 
practice of cataloging is an important factor in their education (McCoy, 
2001; Shannon, 2008; Veitch, 2013; ALCTS eForum, March 20–21, 2018), 
this survey asked respondents to indicate which cataloging tools they use 
and the frequency of that use. The results indicate that the tools that relate 
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Figure 6: Distribution of sources of records.

to standards for content (AACR2 and RDA) are used less frequently than 
either tools for help with using the bibliographic record format standard 
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Figure 7: Frequency of use of cataloging tools
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Number);

• understanding how to use the integrated library system to catalog
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• understanding how to find and download bibliographic records from
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lowest rated skill, with all the other skills rated at a 10. This respondent 
indicated that cataloging is done at a central location and that they edit all 
records, making description, subject analysis, and call number formulation 
much more important skills than finding and downloading the records.

Knowing how to use the ILS to catalog or load records was rated as a 
very important skill (8 or above) by 83% of the respondents. It is interest-
ing to note that, while still deemed an important skill, fewer respondents 
selected this skill as important than those who selected knowing how to 
find and download records into the ILS. This difference is likely due to 
the functionality of some ILSs to automatically import the bibliographic 
record when it is downloaded from a database (after that functionality is 
set up), so additional knowledge about uploading or importing records 
is not necessary.

Subject analysis skills were also rated relatively high in importance. 
Interestingly, more respondents (83%) rated the ability to understand the 
various elements of a call number at 8 or higher than the ability to for-
mulate a Dewey Decimal number (79%). Perhaps this indicates that most 
records come with a Dewey number but school librarians still need to add 
Cutters and other elements to complete the call number. This importance 
of subject analysis was also indicated by 76% of respondents rating the 
skill of being able to determine the subject(s) of a resource at 8 or higher. 
However, knowing how to use authorized subject headings was rated at  
8 or higher by only 70% of respondents. Further study to determine why 
there is a discrepancy between the value of the skill of subject analysis and 
the value of being able to assign authorized subject headings is warranted.

Unfortunately, the ability to find and use controlled vocabulary seems 
to be of importance to fewer respondents, as noted above concerning 
authorized subject headings. Of even less importance is the ability to find 
and use authorized name headings, which was rated at 8 or above by only 
60% of respondents. This indicates that the ability to represent a subject 
in a bibliographic record with controlled vocabulary is less important than 
being able to determine the subject(s) of a work.

While understanding the structure of a MARC record was rated 8 or 
higher by 66% of respondents, 27% of respondents rated this skill in the 
5–7 range. This mixed rating indicates that there is a difference in opinion 
about the importance of this skill. The ratings for the ability to understand 
the content standards (AACR2 or RDA) were the most divergent, with 43% 
of respondents rating this skill at 8 or higher, 31% rating it in the 5–7 
range, and 25% rating it in the 1–4 range. See Table 1 for the complete 
list of ratings of importance of cataloging and classification skills.

Ranking skills

Respondents were also asked to rank this same skill set using 1 for the 
most important skill to 9 for the least important skill for being able to 
accomplish the responsibilities of the job as a school librarian. Of the 151 
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respondents to the survey, 121 respondents completed this part of the 
survey. Some respondents to this part of the survey ranked only some of 
the skills.

The results did not indicate a straightforward ranking in importance 
of cataloging and classification skills. Rather, combining rankings leads 
to the appearance of a suggested ranking of importance. For instance, 
utilizing the ILS received the most number of rankings (32) as the most 
important skill, with downloading bibliographic records receiving the 
second highest number of rankings (30) as the most important skill. How-
ever, when the scores for the top two ranks for these skills is combined, it 
clearly shows that 51% of respondents ranked downloading bibliographic 
records as either the most or second most important skill, while only 
47% of respondents ranked utilizing the ILS as the most or second most 
important skill.

Knowing and assigning the elements of a call number and knowing 
how to formulate a Dewey decimal number, both classification skills, 
placed fairly high in importance, with 26 respondents ranking Dewey in 
third place and 24 ranking call number skills in third place. However, 
when second through fourth place responses are considered, Dewey was 
ranked higher by 59% of respondents, with call number skills ranked 
higher by only 45%.

The skill for understanding the MARC structure received the highest 
number of marks at the fifth-place rank (24 respondents), However, the 

Table 1: Rating the importance of cataloging and classification skills

Rate
AACR2/
RDA

Subject 
Analysis MARC

Subject 
Headings

Name 
Headings Dewey

Call 
Number ILS

Download 
Bibs

10 24 59 42 43 38 50 64 74 92

9 13 13 15 20 16 22 20 15 16

8 16 21 22 22 16 24 15 10 8

7 10 12 9 9 15 10 10 4 3

6 11 7 11 12 10 5 5 1 0

5 17 4 12 4 9 3 2 5 2

4 7 3 2 2 4 1 1 2 0

3 10 1 2 3 1 4 1 3 0

2 3 0 2 3 5 0 0 1 0

1 10 2 3 3 3 2 2 5 1

Total 121 122 120 121 117 121 120 120 122

This table shows how school librarians rated the importance of cataloging and classifica-
tion skills to being able to accomplish the responsibilities of the job on a scale of 1 to 10, 
with 1 being “not important at all” and 10 being “very important.”
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same number of respondents (24) also ranked this skill as the first or sec-
ond most important skill, with other respondents’ rankings for this skill 
being relatively evenly distributed among the rest of the rankings.

Most respondents (23) ranked subject analysis in fourth place, with 
rankings from third to seventh receiving a large number of responses 
(81%). The ability to use subject headings was ranked lower, at sixth place, 
by 25 respondents. This skill also had a cluster of rankings, from 84% of 
respondents, in the fourth through eighth places. The other skill that in-
volves controlled vocabulary, using authorized name headings, was ranked 
the second lowest, in eighth place, by 27 respondents. Most rankings for 
this skill (90%) were in the fifth through ninth ranks.

A sizeable number of respondents (44%) ranked understanding the 
rules for describing a resource (AACR2/RDA) as the least important skill 
to have. However, a fair number of responses also ranked this skill in the 
first-, fourth-, seventh-, and eighth-place ranks. This lack of consensus 
correlates with the varied responses represented in the rating of this skill 
as well. See Table 2 for the rankings of cataloging and classification skills.

Discussion

For the subjects of cataloging and classification, the literature makes it 
clear that theory and practice go hand-in-hand. Theory better informs 
practice, and practice provides a context in which theory can be more 
easily understood. Yet LIS programs are hard-pressed to provide the time 
needed to incorporate both theory and practice, let alone cover all the 

Table 2: Ranking the importance of cataloging and classification skills

Rank
AACR2/
RDA

Subject 
Analysis MARC

Subject 
Headings

Name 
Headings Dewey

Call 
Number ILS

Download 
Bibs

1 11 7 12 3 0 7 13 32 30

2 5 5 12 8 3 19 12 21 30

3 2 15 16 6 5 26 24 8 11

4 10 23 5 13 3 23 17 9 11

5 5 19 24 16 13 7 11 13 3

6 6 17 11 25 22 13 10 2 5

7 13 14 10 23 20 6 13 5 8

8 10 8 14 16 27 10 8 12 5

9 48 1 9 1 19 3 6 10 14

TOTAL 110 109 113 111 112 114 114 112 117

The table shows how school librarians ranked the order of importance of cataloging 
and classification skills to accomplishing the responsibilities of their job. The skills 
were ranked from 1 to 9, with 1 being the most important skill and 9 being the least 
important skill.
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knowledge and skills that a school librarian needs to know about catalog-
ing and classification in order to be job-ready at the point of graduation. 
Additionally, the literature also demonstrates that there are no standard 
outcomes for school librarians in LIS programs related to cataloging and 
classification:

Educators have been so busy trying to integrate new document 
types and formats, technologies, standards, and so on to their 
courses, that they may have lost sight of what it is exactly they are 
supposed to teach, and more importantly, why. Although general 
objectives suggested by, for example, ALA and ALCTS are no 
doubt useful, they remain insufficient when comes the time to 
write specific objectives and to select elements of contents truly 
adapted to the twenty-first century, to the needs and behaviors 
of contemporary and future information creators and users, and 
to the more and more diverse cohorts of LIS students. (Hudon, 
2010, p. 76)

Finally, while it might be ideal to require school librarians to take in-depth 
courses in cataloging, classification, and subject analysis, it is unrealistic, 
given the extent of the material that needs to be covered in any school 
library program.

Additionally, cataloging is just one area of responsibility that school 
librarians juggle in their very busy and full schedules. As delineated by 
Church, Dickinson, Everhart, and Howard (2012, p. 210), school librari-
ans’ roles include those of “instructional partner, information specialist, 
teacher, program administrator, and leader.” Church et al. also state that 
the assumption is made that “the new school librarians will have the 
knowledge, skills, and dispositions that will enable him/her to manage a 
complex school library program from the first day on the job, usually as 
the only school library professional in the school” (p. 208). In addition to 
designing lesson plans, collaborating with teachers to provide resources 
and instruction, assessing the collection, selecting and purchasing infor-
mation resources, staying current with technology, serving on committees, 
advocating for the library and its resources, serving as recess, hall, and 
lunch monitors, and performing countless other tasks and responsibilities, 
the school librarian has little time to catalog and process information re-
sources. This is especially true if they do not see the value that cataloging 
and classification can provide to the other work that they do.

Not only is cataloging an additional responsibility for a librarian who 
is already stretched thin, it is frankly also a task that requires a different 
skill set from that needed to work with students and teachers. Quality cat-
aloging requires detail-orientation, analytical and systematic thinking, as 
well as an aptitude for interpreting and applying rules, while the strengths 
of teachers are social interaction, creativity, and big-picture orientation. 
Despite the majority of respondents having some form of training in 
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cataloging, experience is the only way to master it. The combination of 
limited experience in cataloging practice, time constraints, and the need 
for a different skill set creates a situation where quality cataloging and 
classification become a task requiring significant effort with the perception 
of little benefit.

Surveying school librarians provides a glimpse into both their needs 
and their priorities. Widdersheim & Widdersheim (2014) found that the 
majority of the school librarians in their study were unaware of the stan-
dards used for descriptive cataloging, subject cataloging, and classification, 
despite the fact that 89% of them performed original cataloging. As they 
so succinctly state, “[i]t is unclear how .  .  . these [librarians] performed 
original cataloging without knowing what rules to use” (p. 75).

According to both studies, most school librarians get their re-
cords from vendors, publishers, or other libraries. They do not see 
the MARC structure, infrequently question the classification num-
ber provided in the record or provide one of their own, and rarely 
consider authorized access points. It appears that the editing of 
records or even original cataloging pays little heed to standardized 
guidelines and practice. It is not surprising, then, that, according to 
the current study, understanding the rules for describing a resource 
is the skill ranked lowest in importance and skills related to down-
loading records and utilizing the ILS ranked highest.

Nevertheless, both practitioners and educators affirm the impor-
tance of school librarians understanding and applying cataloging and 
classification standards. As Carlyle states, “understanding cataloging is 
understanding the world of library resources” (Dull, 2011, p. 199). Miller 
et  al. (2012) write about cataloging as part of a holistic process that 
considers each element of the process of cataloging, classification, and 
collection management as a curatorial responsibility in the library’s role 
of disseminating culture. For instance, decisions about whether to catalog 
a resource as a monograph or as part of a set can affect the potential use 
of that resource. Additionally, both the classification number and links in 
the records should reflect resources’ relationships to each other. As Miller 
et al. state, librarians’ “responsibility goes far beyond that of the old ‘mark 
and park’ mentality” (p. 123).

When students study cataloging and classification, they develop 
a way of thinking about information that facilitates their ability to 
do all the other things that being a librarian involves, such as per-
forming searches and reference interviews, making changes to re-
cords and understanding the consequences of those changes, having 
conversations with vendors and catalog users about the catalog, and 
facilitating a better user-interface display. They can determine the 
quality of vendor-supplied records, know when and how to create 
original records, and can modify records for local needs in a way 
that is consistent with standards and supported by the ILS.
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Responsibility of LIS Programs

As LIS programs rely more and more on required IO courses to provide a 
rudimentary understanding of the principles behind cataloging and clas-
sification, prospective school librarians’ knowledge of how to apply those 
principles is insufficient if this is the only exposure they have. Indeed, the 
current study indicates that 41% of the responding school librarians felt 
less than or only adequately prepared by their LIS program to perform 
cataloging and classification tasks. Hsieh-Yee (2008) exhorts cataloging 
educators to influence the curriculum of LIS programs to include princi-
ples and theories of cataloging throughout the LIS curriculum. This will 
expose all LIS students to the importance of these principles for search 
and retrieval, indexing, and interoperability and free up time in the IO 
and cataloging courses to focus on standards, application, and practice. 
Educators and practitioners alike need to recognize that, because they 
are solo librarians, school librarians’ cataloging competency needs to go 
beyond an awareness of cataloging theories to an ability to understand, 
apply, and implement cataloging standards, schemas, and vocabularies.

Hsieh-Yee (2003) recommends three levels of cataloging education 
depending on the career goals of students. While she does not correlate 
specific jobs with those levels, the cataloging expertise of school librarians 
should be no less than that of beginning catalogers at Level II. LIS pro-
grams are starting to recognize the need for focused instruction in catalog-
ing and classification for school librarians. Joudrey (2014) notes that three 
of the 58 ALA-accredited LIS programs taught a school cataloging course 
specifically designed to address the needs of school librarians. While this 
is an increase from his previous studies in 2005 and 2000 and a step in the 
right direction, it still represents only 5% of LIS schools.

Essential in this instruction but perhaps missing currently is connect-
ing the specifics of cataloging and classification (MARC tagging, controlled 
vocabulary, collocation, differentiation, consistency, and accuracy) to the 
other tasks that school librarians perform, such as collection develop-
ment and management, collaboration with teachers, information literacy, 
reference, and readers’ advisory services. Once that connection is more 
evident to school librarians, I believe they will be more likely to pursue 
the practice and application of cataloging and classification standards. 
Without that connection, school librarians are apt to forego wrestling with 
the standards in order to expedite getting records into the database and 
moving on to the next task.

Even if a course specifically designed for school librarians is available, 
cataloging cannot be mastered without actually practicing the craft on 
a variety of resources. Of equal import are internships, shadowing, and 
practicum opportunities to provide hands-on, real-world practice that 
students and recent graduates recognize as important to the education 
process. Of course, essential to practice is providing access to tools such as 
the RDA Toolkit and WebDewey. While these opportunities take extra time, 
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effort, and resources, it is crucial that students be able to wrestle with 
cataloging challenges under the tutelage of experienced catalogers who 
are available to answer questions, help them use the tools, and guide the 
development of their cataloging judgment.

Finally, prospective school librarians need to be aware of the help 
available to them once they have graduated and are in a library. It is the 
responsibility of LIS instructors to connect students to professional pub-
lications, discussion lists, conferences, and professional development and 
training opportunities that are specific to cataloging so they know where 
to turn for help when grappling with challenging resources or obtuse 
guidelines. Quality cataloging is a complex endeavor with a steep learn-
ing curve. Instructors of cataloging and classification for school librarians 
need to acknowledge that and give their students all they need to be able 
to succeed at it.

While a freshly graduated librarian is not going to be an expert cata-
loger, given the appropriate education in theory, opportunity for practice, 
and awareness of where to find help, a school librarian will know the im-
portance of quality cataloging and its impact on their work. They will also 
know where to find answers and support so that they can engage in tasks 
that challenge their skill set with confidence.

Conclusion/future research

I started out my research wondering what LIS programs need to teach 
school librarians about cataloging and classification, and then I discovered 
that this is not the real question. They need to teach it all. Most important, 
they need to communicate that the catalog is one of the most powerful 
tools that school librarians have available to demonstrate their value to the 
students, teachers, and administration they serve. This can and must be 
communicated through appropriate curriculum development, availability 
of meaningful practicum experience with qualified supervisors, and con-
necting students to resources they can access after they graduate.

If standardized description, authority control, classification assign-
ment, and metadata schema are not a priority, the library has a glorified 
and expensive inventory-control database, not a catalog. This has direct 
negative ramifications for all users of the catalog. The results of this survey 
demonstrate that school librarians place little importance on descriptive 
cataloging and controlled vocabulary. These two elements are essential in 
making the catalog a tool that can support users in addition to the other 
activities of librarianship such as collection development and manage-
ment, collaboration with teachers, information literacy, reference, and 
readers’ advisory services.

Finally, more research can be done on effective pedagogy for teach-
ing cataloging concepts and for determining learning outcomes that best 
support the work that school librarians do. Additionally, developing core 
competencies for school librarians specifically related to cataloging, similar 
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to the Core Competencies for Cataloging and Metadata Professional Librarians 
(Cataloging Competencies Task Force, 2017), would further inform the 
curriculum development of LIS programs. Further research could also 
explore which elements of the MARC structure have the biggest bearing 
on user interfaces and how to simplify descriptive cataloging guidelines for 
specific environments such as school libraries, perhaps resulting in RDA 
application profiles specifically for use by school librarians.

Leslie A. Engelson is the Metadata Librarian at Murray State University and taught Or-
ganizing and Managing Library Resources in the School Library Media program for five 
years. Her divergent research interests include cataloging education, subject headings, 
metadata quality, and open access publishing.
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Appendix: Survey questions

Definition of terms.

• Cataloging—original and copy cataloging, including using CIP data
to create a bibliographic record that represents an information re-
source available from your library.

• Classification—assigning a call number to a resource.
• Library media specialist—teacher librarian; someone who has re-

ceived formal training to work in a school library.

1. How long have you been a teacher librarian?

�� 0–4 years

�� 5–10 years

�� 11–20 years

�� 20+ years

2. At which education level is your current position?

�� Elementary school (grades K-5)

�� Middle school (grades 6–8)

�� High school (grades 9–12)

�� Other �

3. In what state is your school located?

4. Do you have a graduate degree in librarianship?

�� MLS, MLIS, or equivalent

�� �M.A. or M.S. in library media (graduate degree for library 
media specialist)

�� No—Skip to question 6

5. Did you receive your advanced degree from a college or university
in Kentucky?

�� Yes

�� ��No

https://doi.org/10.1080/01639374.2012.736124
https://doi.org/10.1080/01639374.2012.736124
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6. Have you received formal training in cataloging?

�� �Yes, it was required as part of my course work.

�� �Yes, through training offered outside of formal course work 
(workshops, webinars, etc.).

�� �No

7. Have you received any formal training in classification (the Dewey
Decimal System)?

�� �Yes, it was required as part of my course work

�� �Yes, through training offered outside of formal course work 
(workshops, webinars, etc.)

�� �No

8. How long ago did you receive formal training in either cataloging
or classification? If you have not received formal training in either
cataloging or classification, skip to question 10.

�� �0–2 years

�� �3–4 years

�� �5–10 years

�� �11–15 years

�� �Over 15 years

9. Do you feel the training you received as part of your degree pro-
gram was sufficient for enabling you to catalog and classify the
library’s information resources?

�� �Not sufficient

�� �Somewhat sufficient

�� �Adequate

�� �Sufficient

�� �Highly sufficient

10. Who does the majority of the cataloging and classification work in
your library?

�� �The school library media specialist.

�� �A library staff person who is not expected to have any formal 
library training

�� �A student.

�� �A volunteer.

�� �Other. �
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11. Which of the following tools does the person who does in-house
cataloging use when cataloging a resource?

☐☐ �AACR2

�� �Never

�� �Rarely

�� �Sometimes

�� �Often

�� �Most of the time

☐☐ �The Concise AACR2

�� �Never

�� �Rarely

�� �Sometimes

�� �Often

�� �Most of the time

☐☐ �RDA Toolkit�

�� Never

�� �Rarely

�� �Sometimes

�� �Often

�� �Most of the time

☐☐ �Sears List of Subject Headings

�� �Never

�� �Rarely

�� �Sometimes

�� �Often

�� �Most of the time

☐☐ �Library of Congress Subject Headings

�� �Never

�� �Rarely

�� �Sometimes

�� �Often

�� �Most of the time

☐☐ �Dewey Decimal Classification (print or web)

�� �Never

�� �Rarely

�� �Sometimes

�� �Often

�� �Most of the time
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☐☐ �Dewey Decimal Classification Abridged (print or web)

�� �Never

�� �Rarely

�� �Sometimes

�� �Often

�� �Most of the time

☐☐ �MARC 21

�� �Never

�� �Rarely

�� �Sometimes

�� �Often

�� �Most of the time

☐☐ �Other 

12. Please rate the following skills on a scale of 1 to 10 where 1 is “not
important at all” and 10 is “very important” according to how im-
portant the skill is to being able accomplish the responsibilities of
your job as a library media specialist.

� �Understand the rules for describing a resource (AACR2 
or RDA).

� Know how to determine the subject(s) of a resource.

� �Understand the MARC structure of a bibliographic 
record.

� Know how to find and use authorized subject headings.

� Know how to find and use authorized name headings.

� Know how to formulate a Dewey decimal number.

� Know and assign the elements of a call number.

� �Understand how to use the integrated library system 
(ILS) to catalog and/or load records.

� �Understand how to find and download bibliographic 
records from a vendor or other library catalog. 

13. From where do you get catalog records? (Select all that apply.)

☐☐ �Download them from a vendor’s database (i.e. Follett’s
TitleWave)

☐☐ �Download them from a bibliographic utility (i.e. OCLC’s
WorldCat)

☐☐ �Receive them from the publisher when a resource is ordered.

☐☐ ��Download them from the Library of Congress’s database.

☐☐ Download them from another library’s database.
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☐☐ �Create them from CIP (Cataloging in Publication) data.

☐☐ �Create them from information on or about the resource other 
than CIP.

14. Do you edit records that you do not create, (e.g. records that are
downloaded from a vendor, publisher, bibliographic utility, or
library catalog)?

�� �Never

�� �Rarely

�� �Sometimes

�� �Often

�� �Most of the time

�� �Always

15. How many hours are devoted to cataloging and classification in an
average week?

�� 0�

�� Less than 1 hour

�� �1–3 hours

�� �3–5 hours

�� �More than 5 hours

16. Please rank the following skills in order of importance, from 1 be-
ing the most important skill through 10 being the least important
skill according to how important the skill is to being able accom-
plish the responsibilities of your job as a library media specialist.

�� �Understand the rules for describing a resource (AACR2 
or RDA).

�� Know how to determine the subject(s) of a resource.

�� �Understand the MARC structure of a bibliographic 
record.

�� Know how to find and use authorized subject headings.

�� Know how to find and use authorized name headings.

�� Know how to formulate a Dewey decimal number.

�� Know and assign the elements of a call number.

�� �Understand how to use the integrated library system 
(ILS) to catalog and/or load records.

� �Understand how to find and download bibliographic 
records from a vendor or other library catalog.
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