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The role of the paraprofessional cataloger in academic libraries is rapidly
changing. The authors in this study investigated the nature of paraprofessionals’
work in original cataloging activities at ARL institutions and compare their
findings with those of an earlier survey. Original cataloging was defined to
encompass a variety of activities including description, the creation of name and
uniform title headings, subject analysis, and classification. Findings reveal that
77.1% of the cataloging department heads at the responding ARL institutions
report paraprofessional involvement in one or more of these activities, with
original description the most common and subject analysis the least common.
Among the reasons commonly cited for such involvement were paraprofessional
career development and cost savings. The respondents also noted advantages
and disadvantages of paraprofessional participation in original cataloging as
well as reactions they had observed among both professional and paraprofes-

sional catalogers to this participation.

The role of the paraprofessional cata-
loger in academic libraries is changing at
an ever-increasing rate. Both experience
and a review of the literature demonstrate
that paraprofessionals are taking on tasks
previously performed only by professional
librarians. While at one time there may
have been general agreement that librari-
ans performed the intellectual work of
cataloging and paraprofessionals the rou-
tine tasks, it is no longer clear that this is
where the distinction between “profes-
sional” and “paraprofessional” work lies.
Although philosophical issues rarely arise

on the job, catalogers and cataloging man-
agers deal with the practical issues on a
daily basis, and our interest arose from our
awareness of increasing paraprofessional
involvement in original cataloging. In this
study, we examine the daily operations to
determine what original cataloging activi-
ties are being performed by paraprofes-
sionals.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

We hypothesized that paraprofessionals
participated widely throughout the
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Association of Research Libraries (ARL)
libraries in all areas of original cataloging,
with the greatest level of involvement in
original description and in literature clas-
sification and the smallest in subject
analysis and in classification of nonfiction
works. It was further hypothesized that
comparison with past studies would reveal
a continuation of the trend of increasing
paraprofessional involvement in original
cataloging over time.

Third, it was hypothesized that ARL
cataloging department heads would most
frequently cite cost savings as a reason for
paraprofessional involvement in original
cataloging, given the current difficult eco-
nomic situation of many libraries. Finally,
we projected that revision of original cata-
loging work would more often continue
beyond the initial training period for para-
professional catalogers than for profes-
sionals.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Authors of previous surveys have docu-
mented the involvement of paraprofes-
sionals in original cataloging. Further,
they have shown that paraprofessional
participation has been increasing steadily
at least since 1977, six years after OCLC'’s
debut, when Braden, Hall, and Britton
(1980) surveyed OCLC member libraries
about their cataloging practices. They de-
fined “original cataloging” as “cataloging
without copy” and found that respondents
in 16.6% of the larger libraries stated that
support staff handled original cataloging
either alongside professional catalogers or
exclusively.

A few years later, in 1983-84, Eskoz
(1990) surveyed catalog departments in
160 academic libraries chosen for “re-
gional balance and a varied range of cam-
pus sizes and types” (p. 380). She sub-
sequently conducted follow-up interviews
with catalog department heads in 40 of the
libraries in 1986 and 1987. She found that
both professionals and support staff did
original descriptive cataloging in 30% of
the libraries in 198384, which increased
slightly to 35% of the libraries by 1986-87.
However, support staff were assigned this
original cataloging in only two of the li-

braries in the surveys, while no profes-
sionals were assigned this responsibility.
Eskoz found similar rates of paraprofes-
sional participation in assigning call num-
bers (32.5% in 1983-84, 35% in 1986-87)
and assigning subject headings (27.5% in
1983-84, 35% in 1986-87).

By 1990, Oberg et al. (1992) found that
paraprofessionals regularly did original de-
scriptive cataloging in 51% of the ARL insti-
tutions that responded to their survey. How-
ever, the percentages of ARL libraries in
which paraprofessionals assigned subject
headings and call numbers remained about
the same (36% for each task), a figure similar
to that found in Eskoz’s second study. In
Conturbia’s 1991 study (1992} of cataloging
of foreign-language materials, although
more specific in scope, the author found
similar levels of paraprofessional involve-
ment in these tasks.

Despite differences in the populations
surveyed, definitions, and methodology,
these authors pointed to a general trend
in cataloging that was occurring through-
out the library world during the same pe-
riod: the increasing delegation to parapro-
fessionals of tasks formerly considered
professional. This trend reflected emerg-
ing thought about the proper role of the
professional librarian in technical serv-
ices—and in the profession in general—as
managers, leaders, and innovators, less in-
volved than previously in day-to-day op-
erations (Veaner 1982; Bishoff 1987;
Younger 1991; Rider 1996).

There were other factors that had an
effect on the responsibilities of cataloging
librarians and staff respectively. During
this period, automation made many li-
brary tasks more routine, and in catalog-
ing departments, the increased availabil-
ity of copy for copy cataloging pushed
broad implementation of copy cataloging.
At the same time, copy catalogers gained
experience and skills over the years (Benaud
1992), which could be used for more com-
plex work. In addition, economic pressures
pushed for the containment of costs
through the delegation of tasks to the low-
estlevels of staff possible while maintaining
an acceptable degree of quality and without
harming morale (Williams 1991). -

With these developments came con-
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cern for paraprofessionals in their chang-
ing roles as well. Oberg (1994, 1995;
Oberg et al. 1992) led the call for equita-
ble treatment of paraprofessionals in li-
braries and indicated the need to imbue
paraprofessionals with the profession’s
traditional values as support staff play a
greater role in libraries. Rider (1996) ap-
proved of the new roles for copy catalog-
ers as a means for them to use their expe-
rience and skills appropriately, while
Dyckman (1992) emphasized attention to
recruitment and retention of paraprofes-
sionals in their developing role.
Nettlefold’s sociological view (1989,
523) of these trends posited that the rise
of paraprofessionalism in libraries re-
sulted from the maturing of the library
profession:
Aspiring professions . . . have often re-
sisted paraprofessionalism initially, afraid
of a claim on their “exclusive skill jurisdic-
tion.” . .. As the aspirants have redefined
and upgraded their core of knowledge and
skills, confidence in their professionalism
has grown. They have therefore begun to
act as established professions and now fos-
ter paraprofessionalism. . . . Librarians at
first opposed paraprofessionalism, but as
their professionalism has grown, opposi-
tion has turned to support.

Representing another sociological per-

spective, Harris (1992, 9-10) argued that:
some of the female areas of specialization,
especially cataloging, are undergoing a
process of ‘deprofessionalization’ or “de-
skilling,”. . . [which] can occur when a field
loses control over its knowledge base. In
the case of cataloguers, this loss of control
has come about largely because of the
widespread use of cataloguing networks . .
. [which] not only shifts most of the in-
house cataloguing work in libraries to non-
professional staff but . . . also alters the
working patterns of the remaining profes-
sional cataloguers, [who can no longer spe-
cialize in particular subject areas.]

METHODOLOGY

We developed an original survey instru-
ment, which was mailed in April 1995 to
the heads of the main cataloging depart-

ments of the 119 ARL institutions. ARL
libraries served as the target population
because their specialized collections
meant higher rates of original cataloging
than for many other academic libraries
and for ease of comparison with some past
studies. After two follow-up mailings, 83
respondents had returned their question-
naires for a total response rate ot 69.7%.

We developed our own survey instru-
ment because none of the existing ques-
tionnaires of which we were aware dealt
with all of the issues we wished to explore.
As would be expected, the questionnaire
from the earlier study of Braden, Hall, and
Britton included questions about now-
outdated cataloging policies. The survey
by Eskoz, which was closest in scope to
ours, did not contain the same level of
detail with regard to the reasons for para-
professional involvement in original cata-
loging or the reactions of professionals.
Oberg’s 1990 survey focused on all library
paraprofessionals, while Conturbia lim-
ited her survey to foreign language cata-
loging.

Methodologies differed as well among
these surveys as to the libraries surveyed,
survey respondents, and what followup
measures were employed. Two of the 4
studies were specifically targeted at ARL
libraries, although all surveyed academic
libraries. All but Oberg’s broader study
were surveyed cataloging department
heads rather than cataloging practitio-
ners. One researcher, Eskoz, used tele-
phone interviews as a means of follow-up.

DEFINITIONS

For the purposes of the study, “original
cataloging” encompassed original biblio-
graphic description, establishment of
name and uniform title headings, subject
analysis, and both nonfiction and litera-
ture classification, when any of these ex-
ceeded verification of data in existing re-
cords. This definition included tasks
sometimes performed in complex copy
cataloging, such as assigning subject head-
ings to a bibliographic record that lacked
them. “Revision” meant a review of the
cataloging decisions made in a record, as
opposed to general proofreading.
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“Professional” catalogers were defined
as those who held positions that required
amaster’s degree in library or information
science. “Paraprofessional” catalogers
were defined as those who held positions
that did not require an M.L.S., although
many paraprofessional library employees
do have the degree. The definitions of all
these terms were included in the appro-
priate survey questions so that respon-
dents were aware of them.

The term paraprofessional was used
despite its drawbacks. Benaud (1992, 84)
notes that paraprofessional, while one of
the most prevalent terms, along with sup-
port staff, for describing library workers
without an M.L.S., “no longer reflects the
sophisticated skills needed on the job.”
Oberg (1995), while acknowledging the
drawbacks, finds the use of the term para-
professional highlights comparisons with
similar phenomena in fields such as law
and medicine.

Definitions used in previous studies
differ from the definitions used here, al-
though not so significantly as to prevent
later comparison. For example, Oberg
(1992) defined “paraprofessional” to in-
clude office support and other staff activi-
ties, which were omitted from the defini-
tion here because only paraprofessional
staff in cataloging departments were con-
sidered. However, the definitions of arigi-
nal cataloging were very similar—either
“cataloging without copy” or a listing of
tasks—and again support subsequent
comparison among survey findings.

SURVEY FINDINGS

Eighty-three librarians responded. The
findings are reported question by ques-
tion (13 questions in all). The questions
covered the following topies: department
size, original cataloging activities per-
formed by paraprofessionals, what revi-
sion of original cataloging was done, rea-
sons for paraprofessional involvement in
original cataloging, reactions observed
among cataloging employees to this in-
volvement, and advantages and disadvan-
tages of the paraprofessional involvement
from the perspective of the cataloging de-
partment heads surveyed. The survey

findings are reported generally in the or-
der of the questions on the survey, with
the exception of department size which is
reported after the question of what origi-
nal cataloging activities are performed by
paraprofessionals. Immediately following
the findings on each question, we have
included a brief discussion of these find-
ings in the context of other studies.

DISTRIBUTION OF ORIGINAL
CATALOGING ACTIVITIES

Overall, 64 libraries (77.1% of those re-
sponding) had paraprofessional employ-
ees who performed some original catalog-
ing tasks, while 19 (22.9%) did not. Of the
64 responding libraries where paraprofes-
sionals were involved in original catalog-
ing, 63 (98%) also indicated the tasks that
paraprofessional catalogers performed.
The distribution of original cataloging
tasks is shown in figure 1.

ORIGINAL DESCRIPTION

Original description was the original cata-
loging activity most commonly performed
by paraprofessionals in the responding li-
braries. Paraprofessional catalogers did
original descriptive cataloging in 62 of the
63 libraries in which cataloging depart-
ment heads responded to this question.
While this result agreed with the hypothe-
sis, the extent of th(\a participation was
astonishing; paraprofessionals do original
description in nearly 100% of the libraries
in which they participate in original cata-
loging activities.

The result is perhaps less surprising
given the paraprofessionals’ copy catalog-
ing experience. Also, a wealth of docu-
mentation—including the Anglo-Ameri-
can Cataloguing Rules second edition;
Library of Congress Rule Interpretations;
guidelines; and manuals—provides a solid
base for training in original descriptive
cataloging.

The level of paraprofessional involve-
ment in original descriptive work has in-
creased notably since the survey of ARL
libraries conducted in 1990. That survey
found paraprofessionals were regularly
assigned original descriptive cataloging in
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Figure 1. Distribution of Original Cataloging Tasks among Paraprofessionals.

51% of the responding libraries (Oberg et
al. 1992}, versus 74.7% of all respondents
to the present survey. In the present study,
“regular” participation was not specified,
but even with this difference in defini-
tions, there appears to be widespread ac-
ceptance of paraprofessional participation
in original descriptive cataloging in ARL
libraries.

CLASSIFICATION

Paraprofessionals did original literature
classification in 53 (84.1%) and original
nonfiction classification in 42 (66.7%) of
the 63 libraries in which paraprofessionals
were involved in original cataloging. The
first finding reflects long-standing prac-
tice, as described by Foster (1987, 96) ten
years ago: “In at least a few libraries non-
professionals are being assigned certain
original Cataloging operations. . . . Non-
professional cataloging of fiction books
has proven especially successful.” This
success rests in part on the relatively simi-
lar classification schemes and common
use of standard tables for classifying litera-
ture.

Although authors of previous studies
have not differentiated between literature

and nonfiction classification, no study
shows as high a percentage of paraprofes-
sional involvement in classification in gen-
eral as the present survey. The rates of
participation in the studies by Eskoz,
Oberg et al., and Conturbia ranged from
32.5% to 37.5% of responding libraries.
Even the lower rate of involvement for
original nonfiction classification in the
present survey, 49.4% of all respondents,
represents a 13.4% increase since the
1990 study by Oberg et al., although again
definitions of participation differ some-
what.

The trend might be attributed to in-
creasing acceptance of paraprofessionals’
contributions and abilities in this area as
well as to time and financial pressures. In
addition, Rider (1996, 29) predicts that
“subject headings and classification num-
bers will continue to be assigned by
greater numbers of staff with appropriate
training because the information can
often be adapted quickly from other on-
line sources.”

SUBJECT ANALYSIS

Consistent with the hypothesis, 41
(65.1%) of the 63 libraries in which para-
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professionals are involved in original cata-
loging have them perform original subject
analysis. This is, however, close to the
number of libraries (42) in which parapro-
fessionals do original nonfiction classifica-
tion. This finding may reflect the fact that
subject analysis and nonfiction classifica-
tion are the two cataloging tasks most
often cited as professional activities that
require an M.L.S. (Benaud 1992). From
our own experience, these areas are also
less codified and documented than the
others and require the most creative ap-
plication of the sketchier rules that do
exist.

Comparisons with findings from past
studies show a substantial increase in the
rate of paraprofessional involvement in
original subject analysis, a result similar to
that found in the area of original classifi-
cation. In the current study, the rate was
49.4% of all respondents; in earlier stud-
ies, it ranged from 36% of responding
ARL libraries in Oberg et al. (1992) to
30% for foreign-language materials in
Conturbia (1992). The trend might be due
to increasing acceptance of paraprofes-
sionals” contributions and abilities in this
area, economic and time pressures, and
better documentation and rationalization
of subject analysis practices over the past
few years.

ESTABLISHMENT OF NAME AND
UNIFORM TITLE HEADINGS

Cataloging department heads indicated
that paraprofessional catalogers establish
some name and uniform title headings in
48 (76.2%) of the 63 libraries in which
paraprofessionals do some original cata-
loging, which is 57.8% of all responding
libraries. Authors of past studies did not
distinguish between this activity and origi-
nal description in general, so there are no
grounds for comparison. As shown in fig-
ure 1, this task is the third most commonly
performed by paraprofessionals in the re-
sponding libraries, after original descrip-
tion and literature classification and be-
fore original nonfiction classification and
subject analysis.

Heading establishment and authority
record encoding are well documented,

which may aid in training along with para-
professionals” exposure to headings and
authority work in copy cataloging. In our
experience, a copy cataloger was the big-
gest contributor of name and series head-
ings to the NACO (Name Authority Co-
operative) project in the library in which
we formerly worked, showing the poten-
tial importance of paraprofessional contri-
butions in this area.

DEPARTMENT SI1ZE AND COMPOSITION

We sought to identify what constitutes a
typical configuration for an ARL catalog-
ing department in which paraprofession-
als do some original cataloging. Question-
naire respondents gave the numbers of
paraprofessional and professional posi-
tions in their cataloging departments in
full-time equivalents (FTEs). Total de-
partment sizes ranged from 4 to 124 FTEs
in the libraries in which paraprofessionals
performed some original cataloging, with
an average of 24.9 FTEs per department,
In libraries where paraprofessionals did
no original cataloging, department sizes
ranged from 7 to 657 FTEs, with an aver-
age of 53.9 FTEs.

The wide range in size of the second
group is due to the Library of Congress
(LC), which is an exceptional library be-
cause of its FTE count of 657, which raises
the average size by 33.2 FTE. For that
reason, median department size might
represent a more meaningful basis for
comparison between these two groups of
libraries. For libraries in which parapro-
fessionals participated in original catalog-
ing activities, median department size was
23 FTEs, versus 19 FTEs for the libraries
in which paraprofessionals did no original
cataloging. Paraprofessional involvement
in original cataloging thus appears slightly
more likely with greater department size
(with the exception of LC), perhaps be-
cause of the larger pools of skills upon
which to draw as well as the potentially
greater quantities of materials that re-
quire original cataloging.

Cataloging departments for both

groups of libraries generally had more
paraprofessional than professional posi-
tions. Among libraries in which parapro-
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fessionals performed some original cata-
lugmj the overall ratio of par.;.profeq-
sional cataloging pmltmm to pm{eswmcﬂ
cataloging positions in FTEs was 1.79 to
1. For the other group, the average ratio
was 1 arapro{-éssiana.F to 1.46 profession-
als, although this reversal disappears if LC
is eliminated, which changed the overall
ratio to 1.4 paraprofessional FTEs to 1
professional FTE. Departments in which
paraprofessionals participated in original
cataloging had, on average, about 1.25
times as many paraprofessional FTEs for
each professional FTE as the departments
in which paraprofessionals did no original
cataloging.

This difference in configuration makes
sense. With a higher ratio of professional
cataloging positions to paraprofessional
positions, the need for paraprofessional
involvement in original eataloging is mini-
mal, with the larger number of profession-
als as well as the large amount of catalog-
ing copy available to all but the most
specialized libraries. In larger depart-
ments with a lower ratio of professional to
paraprofessional positions, more pressure
occurs for paraprofessionals to perform
original cataloging. Paraprofessional par-
ticipation in original cataloging can both
assist in getting the original cataloging
done when there are fewer professional
catalogers, who are also apt to be required
to spend more time on activities other
than title-by-title cataloging, and keep the
paraprofessionals supplied with work.
Later questions in the survey identify
other reasons for paraprofessional partici-
pation in original cataloging activities.

COMPARISON OF REVISION RATES

Revision of original cataloging work is one
method of quality control. Respondents
from ARL libraries in which paraprofes-
sionals did some original cataloging indi-
cated whether or not paraprofessionals as
a group and professionals as a group were
generally revised in their original catalog-
ing activities after training, If the answer
was yes, respondents indicated whether
professional catalogers, paraprofemona]
catalogers, or both did the revising. “Re-
vision” was defined as a review of the

cataloging decisions made in a biblio-
graphic record, rather than mere proof-
reading.

Responses were nearly evenly split be-
tween departments in which paraprofes-
sionals continued to undergo revision of
their original cataloging even after full
training: in 33 (55%) of the responses re-
vision continued after training, and in 27
(45%) revision ceased with training. For
professional catalogers, however, continu-
ing revision of original cataloging oc-
curred much less often, taking place in
only 17 (27.9%) of the responding librar-
ies, as opposed to 44 (72.1%) of libraries
in which professional catalogers worked
with no revision beyond the training pe-
riod. Although small in scale, authors of a
survey done in 1988-89 of eleven ARL
libraries learned that “support staff are
more likely than professionals to be evalu-
ated on the basis of statistics kept on ma-
terial processed or work completed or on
the basis of ‘qualitative’ checks of their
output” (Estabrook, Mason, and Suelflow
1993, 239).

In most cases, if continuing revision of
the work of elther paraprofesqlonals or
professionals was done, professional cata-
logers performed it (paraprofessionals:
27, or 81.8% of the respondents to this
question; professionals: 14, or 87.5%).
Nowhere did only paraprofessionals re-
vise original cataloging, although both
paraprofessional and professional staff did
so for paraprofessionals in 6 (18.1%) of
the responding libraries and for profes-
sionals in 2 (12.5%). This finding lends
some support to Benaud’s observation
(1992, 86) that “experienced catalogers,
professional or not, act as ‘resource’ per-
sons and train new catalogers. As a result,
it is often the case that paraprofessional
catalogers train [pm{essmnai catalogers]
and revise [their] work.” The findings of
this study lend only partial support in that
it does not appear to be often that para-
professionals revise the work of profes-
sionals (2, or 12.5% of the libraries), Our
finding also indicates that while accep-
tance and even advocacy of paraprofes-
sional involvement in original cataloging
might be widespread in ARL libraries,
there still exists one line of demarcation
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Figure 2. Reasons for Involving Paraprofessionals in Original Cataloging.

between “paraprofessional” and “profes-
sional” roles in many cases.

REASONS UNDERLYING
PARAPROFESSIONAL INVOLVEMENT

Most questionnaire respondents indi-
cated one or more reasons why parapro-
fessional employees did or did not do
original cataloging in their libraries. These
were not mutually exclusive. Almost all
(62, or 96.9%) of the respondents from
libraries in which paraprofessionals per-
formed original cataloging tasks answered
this multiple-choice question. The results
are presented in figure 2. The respon-
dents most frequently chose “career de-
velopment for the paraprofessional em-
ployees” as areason (39, or 62.9% of those
who answered the question), which does
not support the hypothesis that cost sav-
ings would be the most commonly cited
reason.

It is heartening that so many of the
cataloging department heads who re-
sponded were concerned with the growth
and development of their paraprofes-
sional staff. This concern echoes discus-
sion in the literature (Oberg 1994, 1995;
Rider 1996). As Rider (1996, 29) notes,

paraprofessionals “should have more op-
portunities for advancement and individ-
ual recognition, and continue to play more
visible roles within the library profession.”
Indeed, this finding suggests that parapro-
fessional involvement in original catalog-
ing benefits both the libraries and the
paraprofessional catalogers.

Concerns for cost and getting the origj-
nal cataloging done followed closely as
cited reasons for involving paraprofes-
sionals in original cataloging. “Cost-saving
measure” or “original cataloging volume
too great for professional employees
alone” were cited by 38 (61.3%) of the
respondents. And nearly half the respon-
dents (27, or 43.7%) selected both cost
savings and volume as reasons. In some
cases, the cost savings may have arisen
from lower salaries for paraprofessionals,
raising an equity issue, but Williams
(1991, 33-34) has also noted that “the
contribution of librarians to technical
services operations is relatively expensive,
While their salaries may not be high, the
amount of time that librarians are asked
to spend on [activities outside their de-
partments] means that much of their time
is spent outside the units in which they
work.” In many academic libraries, para-
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professionals may spend much more of
their time actually cataloging than do pro-
fessional catalogers. This has been our
own experience as catalogers.

Only 12 (19.4%) cited “the division
between professional and paraprofes-
sional cataloging is artificial” as a reason,
and none as the sole reason. For the most
part, cataloging department heads fo-
cused on the more practical issues of ca-
reer development of paraprofessional
staflf members and the exigencies of budg-
ets and workloads.

OTHER REASONS

Half the respondents from the 64 libraries
in which paraprofessionals did some origi-
nal cataloging specified additional rea-
sons. 16 (25.8%) mentioned the parapro-
fessionals” experience and general
qualifications, their subject, language, and
tormat expertise, and the appropriateness
of delegating the less complex, more rou-
tine aspects of original cataloging to para-
professionals. Other reasons, cited less
frequently, included institutional policies
that professional librarians should not
catalog (6.3% of those who gave other
reasons), the difficulty of recruiting a suf-
ficient quantity or quality of professional
catalogers (6.3%), the demand for profes-
sionals in other areas of the libraries
(3.1%), and the historical lack of division
in some libraries between professional
and paraprofessional cataloging tasks
(3.1%). These other reasons also focused
largely on the practical concern of getting
the work done.

Among respondents from libraries in
which paraprofessionals did no original
cataloging, 17 (89.5%) gave one or more
reasons why not. Again, multiple reasons
were mentioned. These respondents most
often selected “original cataloging should
be a professional activity” (9, or 52.9% of
respondents to this question) as a reason.
While the choice of this reason did not
indicate whether the opinion was the re-
spondents” own or an institutional policy,
in effect it served as the latter. The ques-
tion of what constitutes professional work
in cataloging was as much a practical issue
as it was a philosophical one for this group

of respondents.

“Civil service rules, union contract, or
other such restrictions” ran a close sec-
ond, selected by 8 (47.1%). Only 3
(17.6%) indicated “available paraprofes-
sional employees [are] inexperienced or
otherwise unsuited,” and none gave this as
the sole reason. No one chose “[a] lack of
professional employees to train and revise
the paraprofessionals” as a reason why the
paraprofessionals did no original catalog-
ing.

Three (17.6%) of the respondents to
this question specified other reasons why
paraprofessionals did not participate in
original cataloging in their libraries. These
other reasons included having sufficient
professional catalogers to do all the origi-
nal cataloging or, conversely, enough copy
cataloging to keep the paraprofessional
catalogers occupied; the value of profes-
sional activities in enriching original cata-
loging abilities; and “tradition—difficult
to break resistance from both profession-
als and paraprofessionals.” As more librar-
ies have involved paraprofessionals in
more aspects of original cataloging, how-
ever, this tradition has become less en-
trenched and will continue to do so. Re-
sistance from paraprofessionals who
would prefer not to do original cataloging
without an increase in pay has merit, and
this inequity should be addressed by the

profession.

REACTIONS TO PARAPROFESSIONAL
INVOLVEMENT

The 64 cataloging department heads who
responded to the survey that paraprofes-
sionals in their libraries participated in
original cataloging were asked in an open-
ended question to describe briefly any
reactions they had observed among either
paraprofessional or professional catalog-
ers to this development. 39 (73.6% of the
respondents to this question) reported
they observed positive reactions among
paraprofessionals, while 7 (13.2%) ob-
served negative reactions. In reporting re-
actions among the professionals, 30
(58.8%) pointed to positive reactions, and
14 (27.4%) found negative reactions. 7
respondents reported mixed reactions
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from both paraprofessional (13.2%) and
professional (13.7%) catalogers.

REACTIONS OF PARAPROFESSIONALS

On the positive side, paraprofessionals
were observed to “enjoy” original catalog-
ing and to find it “more difficult, challeng-
ing, and job rewarding.” The mixed reac-
tions reported usually included both
themes of resentment and enjoyment,
which is understandable in situations
where paraprofessionals received addi-
tional training and responsibility without
attendant increases in compensation and
status.

According to the department heads, a
recurring negative reaction among para-
professionals was “resentment of doing
professional work for lower pay” than the
professionals. Many paraprofessionals
were Jong-term employees who had ab-
sorbed other formerly professional duties
over the years. These sources of resent-
ment have been discussed by Oberg
(1995, 1994). Williams (1991, 39) states
“support staff members who learn new
skills will have to be paid more, and, if
these employees are to be given manage-
rial slots, mechanisms must be developed
to allow them to sit with librarians in pol-
icy making sessions when it is appropriate
and to pay them at levels commensurate
with their responsibilities.”

REACTIONS AMONG PROFESSIONALS

Many department heads observed posi-
tive reactions among professional catalog-
ers. Professionals in some libraries wel-
comed help with the routine aspects of
original cataloging and in others appreci-
ated the paraprofessionals’ expertise in
particular languages, formats, or subject
areas. This range of reactions is to be
expected as the profession’s focus contin-
ues to shift from day-to-day operations to
responsibility for management, leader-
ship, and innovation.

Other respondents to this question
stated that the professional catalogers in
libraries in which paraprofessional cata-
logers participated in original cataloging
were sometimes “upset at seeing origina.l

cataloging ‘demeaned’ as inappropriate
for professional attention.” They com-
plained that “administrators don’t under-
stand or value the work of catalogers.”
Paiste and Mullins (1990) offer some sug-
gestions for job enrichment for profes-
sional catalogers that might indirectly re-
duce some of these tensions. Their
lengthy list is varied but with a common
theme: the activities do not focus on cata-
loging individual works. Their suggested
activities call for more involvement in the
overall work of the cataloging department
in areas such as planning, goal setting,
establishing standards, hiring and training
new library assistants and catalogers, su-
pervising department work units, consult-
ing with those outside the department,
instructing library employees and users in
effective use of the catalog, working on
assignments outside of cataloging, manag-
ing cataloging projects, and developing
specialized knowledge in handling par-
ticular subjects or types of materials.

ADVANTAGES AND DISADVANTAGES OF
PARAPROFESSIONAL INVOLVEMENT

For the 64 libraries in which paraprofes-
sionals participated in original cataloging
activities, 62 (96.9%) listed the advan-
tages they saw in involving paraprofes-
sionals in this way in response to an open-
ended question. Many of the advantages
mentioned appeared to be elaborations of
the reasons for involving paraprofession-
als in original cataloging in the first place.

ADVANTAGES

Respondents emphasized the advantages
both to paraprofessionals and to the cata-
loging departments and libraries. The
main advantage to professional catalogers
was that involving paraprofessionals in
original cataloging freed the profession-
als” time for more complex cataloging, for
management and problem-solving, for
professional activities, and for duties in
other areas of the library, such as biblio-
graphic instruction. A few respondents
also mentioned better morale and job sat-
isfaction among professional catalogers—
perhaps because they felt better able to
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fulfill truly professional roles—as well as
among paraprofessional catalogers.

For the most part, however, respon-
dents focused on the advantages to the
paraprofessional catalogers of participat-
ing in original cataloging activities. Ac-
cording to respondents, paraprofessionals
gained job satisfaction and better morale
trom applying their experience and their
language, format, and subject skills to
what the paraprofessionals perceived as
the challenging, varied, and interesting
tasks of original cataloging. The training
and experience in original cataloging en-
hanced their understanding of cataloging
issues and even their copy cataloging
work. Some earned tangible rewards of
promotions or pay increases, while others
experienced intangible gratification such
as the “reward of contributing to [a] na-
tional database so that other catalogers
can use their work.”

Increased job satisfaction led, in turn,
according to the respondents, to a better
retention rate for paraprofessional cata-
logers. One pragmatic department head
also commented that “technological
changes are eliminating the more routine
technical services activities. Unless para-
professionals are performing more ad-
vance[d] activities, their jobs will be elimi-
nated.” As Rider (1996, 29) has noted,

“the growing trend to accept a higher per-
centage of cataloging copy with minimal
editing” will provide opportunities for
paraprofessionals to perform more com-
plex duties.

ADVANTAGES FOR THE LIBRARY

Respondents also identified many bene-
fits of having paraprofessionals contribute
original cataloging. Chief among these
were greater product1v1ty and the reduc-
tion of backlogs, in part because parapro-
fessionals generally had more time for
cataloging than did professionals. In addi-
tion, Benemann (1993, 19) has asserted
that “the more complex you make a cata-
loger’s task, the more productive he or she
becomes.” In several cases the parapro-
fessionals’ original cataloging work filled
gaps left by dwindling personnel budgets
or by the difficulty of recruiting qualified

professional catalogers. Materials were
made available more quickly, and access
was provided to some materials that would
otherwise not have received full catalog-
ing treatment, thereby benefiting library
users.

Paraprofessional involvement in origi-
nal cataloging improved efficiency, which,
as one respondent noted, “requires that
work be done at the lowest level that is
capable of doing it well.” Paraprofessional
participation also increased the cost-ef-
fectiveness of original cataloging and “al-
low[ed] the librar{ies] to concentrate re-
sources on other things.”

Other advantages to the cataloging de-
partments were the sense of teamwork
and partnership that resulted, the in-
creased contributions of paraprofession-
als to departmental decision making, and
professional development for both para-
professionals (as catalogers) and profes-
sionals (as supervisors). One respondent
found paraprofessional participation in
original cataloging mirrored the situation
in other library departments, where para-
professionals handled most of the daily
operational tasks.

Even in libraries where paraprofes-
sionals did no original cataloging, 17
(89.5%) of those respondents answered
the question, although for their libraries
the advantages are hypothetical. 14
(82.3%) saw the same potential advan-
tages as reported by cataloging depart-
ment heads from libraries where parapro-
fessionals did participate in original
cataloging. Three respondents (17.6%)
either saw no advantages or found the
question irrelevant in their situations.

DISADVANTAGES

The cataloging department heads from 38
(59.4%) of the libraries in which parapro-
fessionals did some original cataloging de-
scribed the disadvantages of paraprofes-
sional involvement in original cataloging.
They most commonly mentioned the time
and personnel resources needed to train
and supervise the paraprofessionals and to
provide ongoing quality control of their
original cataloging work. As one respon-
dent pointed out, “Total person-hours can
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be more per title (although since some of
the hours are from lower-paid paras, the
cost is less).” The time needed for training
was a particular drawback if the library’s
paraprofessional cataloging staff under-
went high turnover. Training and supervi-
sion required time from the professional
catalogers, who did not always like or feel
prepared for a management role.

The respondents’ other major concern
was to avoid exploiting the paraprofes-
sionals who did original cataloging, re-
flecting the reactions some had observed
among the paraprofessional catalogers
themselves. Many department heads
mentioned the issue of equity for parapro-
fessional and professional catalogers in
terms of both job descriptions and levels
of compensation. Some commented that
this had not been an issue in their own
libraries, but “in some situations some
paraprofessionals might [feel] that their
positions should be [up]graded and their
salaries increased” when they began as-
suming original cataloging tasks. Profes-
sional catalogers, according to the respon-
dents, also reacted negatively at times to
the “role blurring” that occurred and
feared the downgrading of their own role
in cataloging.

Respondents to this question men-
tioned several other disadvantages or con-
cerns. The educational backgrounds of
the paraprofessional catalogers varied
from that of professionals, particularly in
that some paraprofessionals did not have
the foreign-language or subject knowl-
edge needed for original cataloging. This
opinion was not unanimous, however; one
respondent articulated that the best use of
the talents of each employee was critical
and that many of the paraprofessionals in
that library have advanced degrees, lan-
guage expertise, and specialized subject
knowledge. Some department heads also
saw the paraprofessionals” lack of the
theoretical background gained from for-
mal study of cataloging principles (usually
gained in an M.L.S. program) as well as
their lack of involvement in professional
activities and lack of awareness of catalog-
ing issues and trends as another factor in
the amount of training required. Several
respondents reported the difficulty that

paraprofessionals faced in switching back
and forth between original cataloging and
copy cataloging policies and procedures:
“in copy cataloging they check [so] much
of the bib record that they defeat the
purpose of copy cataloging.” Another
drawback was the inflexibility of civil serv-
ice rules or union contracts as to the duties
paraprofessionals could perform; while
department heads in some libraries might
have liked to offer paraprofessionals more
opportunities to do original cataloging—
presumably with appropriate compensa-
tion—this was not always possible.

Of the cataloging department heads
from the 19 libraries in which paraprofes-
sionals did not perform any original cata-
loging activities, 14 (73.7%) described the
potential disadvantages of having para-
professionals do original cataloging. This
group raised many of the same points as
the other group of respondents, but some
additional concerns reflected the reasons
this group had indicated for not involving
paraprofessionals in original cataloging
work. Some stated that original cataloging
should be a professional task, that having
paraprofessionals participate would not
be cost-effective, or that “cataloging pro-
ductivity [might] suffer.” One respondent
noted that the original catalogers in his or
her department could not agree among
themselves about which duties the para-
professionals should perform. In a related
concern, other department heads were
afraid of possible negative effects on the
professionals’ morale from the blurring of
the line between professional and para-
professional tasks and the potential down-
grading of the profession.

CONCLUSION

The results of this survey highlight con-
tinuing changes in assignment of original
cataloging responsibilities. Paraprofes-
sionals are assigned some original catalog-
ing tasks in the majority of all ARL librar-
ies receiving surveys—~64 of 119 libraries.
When the 64 libraries are counted among
responding libraries, the percentage be-
comes much higher—77.1% of the re-
spondents to the survey. Original subject
analysis and nonfiction classification are



LRTS o 41(3) e Changing Roles /217

sometimes done by paraprofessionals in
nearly half of all ARL libraries, a clear sign
of the trend given that these two activities
have traditionally been assigned exclu-
sively to professionals. Original cataloging
responsibilities alone are clearly no longer
the distinguishing characteristic between
professional and paraprofessional catalog-
ing work.

The respondents to this survey ex-
pressed many valid concerns with in-
creased paraprofessional involvement in
original cataloging. These include para-
professionals’ lack of the theoretical back-
ground that is traditionally obtained by
librarians in a graduate degree program,
possible lesser commitment to the profes-
sion, extensive training time required, and
also the issue of equity for the paraprofes-
sionals who do advanced work.

The changes identified by this survey
have far-reaching effects on cataloging de-
partments, but this trend has implications
for the profession as well because catalog-
ing and technical services departments
have often led the way in employing para-
professionals in work previously consid-
ered professional. The trend will no doubt
continue as economic pressures require
that libraries become ever more cost-ef-
fective, but the desire to do more with less
must be weighed against the need for ap-
propriate compensation and recognition
for paraprofessionals as they learn new
skills and perform new tasks.

The challenge presented to librarians
now is to define clearly these new roles for
both professionals and paraprofessionals,
continuing the groundwork laid by Veaner
(1982), Bishoft (1987), Younger (1991),
and Rider (1996). A survey among both
professionals and paraprofessionals of
current perceptions of and satistaction
with their roles might prove enlightening.
Comparison with other professions that
employ substantial numbers of parapro-
fessionals could offer some guidance in
creating realistic definitions.

More research is also needed to exam-
ine the extent to which the profession is
maturing (Nettlefold 1989) or its most
professional functions are being deskilled
(Harris 1992). These contrasting socio-
logical perspectives on our work offer re-

spectively positive and negative views of
the increasing paraprofessional involve-
ment in progressively more skilled cata-
loging activities. Is one or the other more
correct? At the same time, Veaner,
Bishoff, Younger, and Rider continue to
see important roles for professionals in
bibliographic access and technical serv-
ices.

Despite the concerns raised by respon-
dents to this survey, paraprofessionals
continue to be more involved in all facets
of original cataloging over time. Many
heads of cataloging in ARL libraries have
clearly discovered that, with training and
supervision, paraprofessional catalogers
can do a good job on the time-consuming
work of original cataloging.
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