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The 1991 Subject Subdivisions Confer-
ence was convened at Airlie House by the
Library of Congress (LC) to get input from
the American library community on direc-
tions in which to proceed with improve-
ments in the Library of Congress Subject
Headings (LCSH ). Conway (1992) provides
adetailed report of the conference, which is
part of the legacy of innovation and cooper-
ation from Lucia Rather’s 1976-1991 term
as LC director for cataloging. Many of the
suggestions considered at Airlie House
have been implemented by LC, and the
conference also gave rise to a body of re-
search, much of it echoing Cochranes
(1986) pragmatic ingenuity about LCSH in
the online environment. Conference par-
ticipants have published valuable studies of
issues explored at Airlie House, most re-
cently in Chan and Vizine-Goetz (1998).

Perhaps the most conspicuous contrib-
utor, both as a researcher and an educator,
has been Karen M. Drabenstott. Under-
standing Subject Headings in Library Cat-
alogs is the most recent of these publica-
tions. Its impetus was an Airlie House
conference recommendation to simplify
subject cataloging by standardizing the
subject subdivisions in a fixed order of top-
ical, geographic, chronological, and form.
Existing LC subject headings employ a
complex variety of conflicting patterns. A
concern raised at the conference was that
rearranging the order of subdivisions
would alter the meaning of some headings;
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however there was, in fact, little knowl-
edge of how subject headings are under-
stood by library users. Drabenstott’s study
seeks to answer just that question: “What
does a subject heading mean?”

Subject indexing is the Jello-nailing
part of bibliographic control: the inher-
ently subjective, nebulous nature of the
process presents an obstacle to empirical
study. The design and execution of a rig-
orous method of study, one capable of
replication, may be the most enduring
contribution of this project.

Drabenstott generated lists of fre-
quently occurring subdivided subject head-
ings and of randomly selected subdivided
subject headings from the OCLC Online
Union Catalog. She selected 24 subdivided
subject headings likely to change in mean-
ing when their subdivisions were reor-
dered. Examples included:

Housing -- United States -- Law and

legislation

Handicapped -- Washington (State) --

Seattle metropolitan area -- Trans-
portation

Jews -- Germany -- Berlin -- Intellec-

tual life -- Congresses

Organ music -- 17th century -- Inter-

pretation (phrasing, dynamics, etc.)

Drabenstott then prepared question-
naires corresponding to three sets of eight
subject headings. Within the sets, ques-
tionnaires varied the context in which
subject headings were presented (i.e.,
alone, in bibliographic records, or in al-
phabetical browsing lists) and the order
of subdivisions (i.e., original or recom-
mended order). An expert librarian gave
meanings to the subject headings in the
different contexts and orders. Her mean-
ings agreed with those of a second librar-
ian with comparable experience.
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The questionnaires were then distrib-
uted to children and adults at three public
libraries in southeastern Michigan. The
participants formulated meanings for the
listed subject headings, designating on a
scale of 1 to 7 their certainty of each mean-
ing. The same three sets of questionnaires
were also distributed to professional refer-
ence and technical services librarians
around the country. The responses were
compared to the expert's meanings and
each judged correct or incorrect. Specific
codes identifying differences in syntax,
language, and leaving out or reading in
concepts were also assigned to describe
why the meaning was correct or incorrect.

Percentage of correct meanings by re-
spondent group were as follows: children,
32%; adults, 40%; reference librarians,
53%; and technical services librarians,
56%. Percentages were a little lower for
headings in the standardized order than
in the original order of subdivisions.
Overall, the lowest percentages came
from children, but there were exceptions
to this pattern. In one example, children
did better than technical services librari-
ans! All were less certain of their incorrect
meanings than their correct meanings;
however, none formulated meanings that
favored a specific incorrect meaning code.

The narrowest research question was
answered clearly: “Statistical and failure
analyses failed to demonstrate that subdi-
vision order made a difference in terms of
understanding subject headings” (p.
xviii). LC should standardize the order of
subdivisions to simplify cataloging and
save money. Staff would no longer spend
time determining the order of subject sub-
divisions and could introduce computer-
based techniques that would reduce the
errors that occur in subject headings due
to subdivision order (Drabenstott and
Vizine-Goetz 1994, 113-20).

Broad implications for further study
are presented. Various groups, including
children, reference librarians, and sub-
ject experts should be involved in estab-
lishing new subject headings. Future
studies could examine the characteristics
that are likely to identify a difficult sub-
ject heading and the extent to which con-
text changes the meaning of subject head-

ings. End-user understanding of Sears
Subject Headings, Medical Subject Head-
ings, Yahoo! subject headings, and com-
parable systems should be investigated,
adopting the codes used in this study for
comparisons between different systems.
Above all, this study confirms an endur-
ing commitment to LCSH. It demon-
strates that scientific analysis canimprove
its development and use.—]. Bradford
Young (jbyoung@pobox.upenn.edu), Otto
E. Albrecht Music Library, University of
Pennsylvania, Philadelphia
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In Improving Online Public Access
Catalogs, Yee and Layne focus on specific
improvements in systems design for on-
line catalogs. Both authors, Yee in partic-
ular, are known for their expertise in cata-
loging and its impact on information
retrieval. After an introductory discus-
sion of indexing and display options for
current online catalogs, the authors ex-
amine and discuss how system design af-
fects retrieval, offering suggestions on
how to improve design to better assist all





