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Editorial
Open to Opportunity

Rachel Scott and Michael Fernandez

If you’re reading this, then you’re doing so without hitting a paywall or login 
prompt, which is truly exciting for us, as we can now officially declare Library 

Resources & Technical Services (LRTS) to be open access (OA). While every issue 
of LRTS can be classified as “long in the making,” this issue is particularly so. The 
pathway to open has been a long one and has involved a good deal of hard work 
behind the scenes at ALA/Core, with much of that work ongoing. The decision to 
make LRTS open pre-dates our tenure as editors and much of the efforts of the past 
year have been in planning for the sustainability of an OA model. Along the way 
we’ve encountered a lot of the nuts and bolts of OA, including platform consider-
ations, marketing and outreach, budgeting, and fundraising. Oh, and on top of all 
that, we have a journal to edit! While the work has been interesting and gratifying, 
we are also happy to focus on our primary editorial duties knowing that the excel-
lent leadership at ALA/Core is supporting the ongoing efforts to keep LRTS open. 

Openness is integral not only to the values of libraries, but to the work of 
librarians as well. This is increasingly seen in all of the functional areas that are the 
topical focus of the journal: collections, scholarly communication, preservation, 
acquisitions, continuing resources, and cataloging. Collections of OA journals and 
books continue to proliferate, offering opportunities to diversify and enrich library 
collections. OA models also proliferate, requiring that the implications for schol-
arly communication are thoughtfully considered. In the area of technical services, 
open resources pose unique issues for access and discoverability, and in the area 
of acquisitions, developing models such as subscribe to open are funded through 
library collection budgets. We feel that LRTS is an ideal venue for discussing issues 
surrounding openness in technical services, collection development, and scholarly 
communication. Last issue’s editorial featured a call for article contributions to a 
special themed issue of LRTS dedicated to open access topics. The plan is to pub-
lish that issue at this time next year to commemorate our first year of being fully 
open. For authors who are looking to publish on OA topics in library operations, or 
those who want to present their technical services article in an OA venue to reach 
as wide an audience as possible, we hope you will consider writing for LRTS. 

We’d like to also use this space to acknowledge the massive amount of work 
that has gone into making this publication open. The previous editorial team at 
LRTS laid the groundwork for this transition, providing us with a solid foundation 
to build on when we took the reins. Our editor colleagues at Information Technol-
ogy and Libraries and Library Leadership & Management, both of which have long 
been  OA, have been insightful and valuable collaborators in ongoing discussions of 
unifying practice across the three Core journals and investigating a shared hosting 
platform. The leadership at Core has been instrumental in the move to open, and 
we also want to acknowledge their contributions of an overall vision and continued 
guidance. Finally, we’d like to individually recognize Brooke Morris-Chott, Core’s 
former Advocacy EDI Program Officer, who did much of the behind-the-scenes 
work of coordinating communication among various groups and has been instru-
mental in this process. Sadly (for us), Brooke recently left ALA/Core to pursue 
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exciting new opportunities, but this publication is very much 
one of the fruits of her tireless efforts.  

Now that LRTS is fully open, we’re excited about continu-
ing to publish high-quality, thought-provoking articles, as we 
hope you are equally excited to read them. We know that as 
practitioners in library work, you also value making knowledge 
open to everyone. We also want you to know you can take an 
active role in ensuring that this and other Core publications 
remain open by making a donation to Core’s Open Access 
Campaign. Any and all contributions are appreciated, and we 
truly hope you’ll consider giving to help us continue to make 
our content freely available to everyone, everywhere. 

In this issue:

• Rachel K. Fischer offers a case study describing imple-
menting The Homosaurus: An International LGBTQ+ 
Linked Data Vocabulary in a public library consortium. 
Fischer provides an overview of how the consortium 
made the case for using Homosaurus, gained approval 
from member libraries, and crafted a cataloging manu-
al. This article makes a strong case for using alternative 
controlled vocabularies and provides a detailed guide 
for librarians looking to do so. 

• Christopher Straughn shares the documentation cre-
ated for an implementation of a system for describ-
ing publications of the State of Illinois. The article has 
implications for technical services documentation more 
broadly. By creating documentation that is flexible, 
accessible, and user-oriented, Straughn argues, librar-
ians are poised to take advantage of a variety of unex-
pected benefits. For example, creating documentation 
allowed librarians at Northeastern Illinois University to 
produce a near complete listing of Illinois publications 
and provided the basis for a structural history of Illinois 
government. 

• kalan Knudson Davis, Jessica Grzegorski, Elizabeth  
Hobart, and A. Tims describe the work of the Descrip-
tive Cataloging of Rare Materials (RDA Edition) 
(DCRMR) Editorial Group and their community- 
and sustainability- driven methods for developing an 
open-source cataloging standard for rare materials. The 
authors discuss earlier standards, the principles and 
constraints in which they worked, the methods and 
technical tools employed, and future directions.

• Book reviews
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Library of Congress Subject Headings (LCSH) on LGBTQIA+ topics have not evolved 
alongside the frequently changing vernacular vocabulary used to access resources on the 
topics. To rectify this issue, libraries can choose to use an alternative controlled vocabulary, 
like The Homosaurus: An International LGBTQ+ Linked Data Vocabulary. This case 
study provides an overview of how Cooperative Computer Services (CCS), a public library 
consortium in Illinois, made the case to allow the Homosaurus in the CCS catalog , gained 
approval from the member libraries, and crafted a cataloging manual section. Other librar-
ies can follow the recommendations in this article on how to properly make the case for the 
approval of a policy to allow an alternative controlled vocabulary in their catalog. 

According to a Gallup poll from 2022, the lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender 
(LGBT) population in the United States increased from 5.6 percent in 2020 

to 7.1 percent. While the percentage is stable in older Americans, the percentage of 
LGBT Gen Z Americans has increased from 10.5 percent in 2012 to 20.8 percent, 
and the percentage of LGBT millennials has increased from 5.8 percent in 2012 to 
10.5 percent.1 Such a large increase means that the LGBT community will become 
even more visible than in previous generations; more resources will be published on 
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer or questioning, intersex, asexual, and more 
(LGBTQIA+) topics, and media will feature LGBTQIA+ issues more frequently. 
This means that librarians will see an increase in the number of patrons that seek 
access to materials on LGBTQIA+ topics. An important part of this process is 
ensuring that the bibliographic records are sufficiently cataloged with subject head-
ings that represent the terminology used by the LGBTQIA+ community to describe 
themselves. Regardless of whether one is a member of the community or not, the 
vernacular vocabulary to describe relevant topics is used more frequently than sci-
entific or dated terms. If bibliographic records do not include the terms that patrons 
search for, the materials they need will be hidden and inaccessible when they are 
needed the most. However, Library of Congress (LC) has not sufficiently prepared 
for this inevitable need by updating the archaic Library of Congress Subject Head-
ings (LCSH) terms like “Sexual minorities” and “Gays” or adding in appropriate 
scope notes, so catalogers know how to apply terms to records.2 It is time for catalog-
ers to devise their own solution while they continue to lobby the Subject Authority 
Cooperative Program (SACO) to appropriately update LCSH. 

To make bibliographic records on LGBTQIA+ topics more accessible, the 
member libraries of Cooperative Computer Services (CCS), a public library con-
sortium in Illinois, approved a policy to allow The Homosaurus: An International 

Rachel K. Fischer (rfischer@ccslib.org) is 
the Member Services Librarian for Tech-
nical Services at Cooperative Comput-
er Services (CCS). She has an MLIS from 
Dominican University and an MSM from 
Minot State University. Rachel has pub-
lished articles in Public Library Quarter-
ly, Library Hi Tech, Reference and User 
Services Quarterly, and Library Journal.

This article is an expanded version of a 
presentation that was previously pre-
sented at the Core Cataloging & Classi-
fication Research Interest Group Meet-
ing, Virtual Interest Group Week, July 
28, 2021.

Using the Homosaurus 
in a Public Library 
Consortium
A Case Study

Rachel K. Fischer

mailto:rfischer@ccslib.org
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LGBTQ+ Linked Data Vocabulary in the CCS catalog. The 
Homosaurus is a controlled vocabulary that has been avail-
able for free online at https://homosaurus.org/ since 2019 
but was originally derived from A Queer Thesaurus: An Inter-
national Thesaurus of Gay and Lesbian Index Terms, a Dutch/
English thesaurus.3 This controlled vocabulary can be used 
to supplement the LCSH terms when a term does not fully 
represent the material being cataloged. This case study docu-
ments the research and decision-making process CCS staff 
and member libraries used to approve the policy for allow-
ing the Homosaurus and the local cataloging practices as 
documented in the CCS cataloging manual. Recommenda-
tions for other libraries and consortiums that are interested 
in allowing the Homosaurus or other alternative controlled 
vocabularies are provided that will help librarians gain buy-in 
from staff and administrators at their institutions. 

Literature Review

Prior to LC’s distribution of the first printed cards in 1901, 
cataloging was costly, inefficient, and not standardized. In 
conjunction with the American Library Association (ALA), 
LC standardized cataloging rules and the use of LCSH. Due 
to the costliness of cataloging, libraries of all sizes could not 
afford subject catalogs until the advent of the distribution pro-
gram. The printed cards solidified LC’s future as the expert on 
national standards.4 In the second half of the twentieth cen-
tury, LC’s efforts to make cataloging more efficient evolved to 
allow cooperative cataloging with the use of the OCLC data-
base and the creation of the cooperative cataloging programs 
(PCC, CONSER, SACO, NACO, and BIBCO). Without the 
national and international standards that Program for Coop-
erative Cataloging (PCC) participants follow, the quality of 
records in OCLC would be greatly diminished.5 

Since the creation of the Subject Authority Coopera-
tive Program (SACO) in 1992, librarians have been able to 
propose new subject headings and revisions to LCSH to con-
tribute to the evolution of the controlled vocabulary. SACO 
Funnels, which are groups of librarians that work together 
on subject heading proposals for specific topics, have been 
important in the promotion of inclusive subject headings. 
For example, the African American Funnel Project success-
fully submitted proposals to add headings like “Black wall 
streets” and “Afrofuturist fiction.”6 To facilitate the creation 
and revision of LCSH for LGBTQIA+ topics, the Gender and 
Sexuality Funnel was just formed in 2022.7 

Despite the efforts of the funnels to lobby for more inclu-
sive terms, not all proposals are successful. Such a broad con-
trolled vocabulary, like LCSH, does not meet the needs of all 
communities. Numerous specialized controlled vocabularies 
have been created to better represent specific ethnic groups, 
specialized topics, occupations, and time periods. The list of 

subject vocabularies that can be used in bibliographic records 
in the OCLC database is included on a site titled “Subject 
Heading and Term Source Codes.”8 Because LCSH has been 
known to include out-of-date or infrequently used terms on 
LGBTQIA+ topics, some libraries and archives have chosen 
to utilize other controlled vocabularies or local subject head-
ings. Recently published articles on LGBTQIA+ subject 
headings continue to critique LC or SACO and advocate for 
updating LCSH. While some articles recommend solutions, 
few researchers have published practical solutions that can be 
implemented in public libraries.

Critique of LCSH Terms on LGBTQIA+ Topics

The momentum to update sexist and homophobic LCSH 
terminology began with a panel discussion sponsored by the 
Task Force on Gay Liberation at the 1971 American Library 
Association (ALA) Annual Conference in Dallas.9 The pub-
lication of Sandy Berman’s Prejudices and Antipathies: A tract 
on the LC Subject Headings Concerning People in 1971, as 
well as his and his colleagues’ work at the Hennepin County 
Library to create local subject headings, were inf luential in 
SACO’s efforts to update LCSH.10 Yet lobbying SACO to 
update LCSH is a time-consuming process that is frequently 
unsuccessful. LC made several updates to LGBTQIA+ terms 
in the 1990s and early 2000s. However, some of these chang-
es were viewed as a compromise between the old status quo 
and the suggested term.11 The current LCSH terms have been 
described as inconsistent and out-of-date.12 This can make it 
difficult for patrons to access material when searching with 
the currently used vocabulary. 

As of 2011, Ellen Greenblatt listed two major points 
of critique that have not been corrected.13 First, the term 
“Gays” is currently used as an umbrella term for gay men 
and lesbians. This is not the commonly used umbrella term 
for LGBTQIA+ individuals. Greenblatt notes that users 
may not understand the difference between gay men and 
gays. She states that “by using gays as an umbrella term to 
encompass both gay men and lesbians, LCSH is contributing 
to the longstanding issue of lesbian invisibility.”14 This act 
marginalizes the LGBTQIA+ community. Second, LCSH 
conf lates the meaning of sex and gender. This is evident in 
the “use for” terms. For example, “Sex” should be used for 
both “Gender (Sex)” and “Sex (Gender).” “Gender identity” 
is used for “Sexual identity (Gender identity),” while “Sexual 
minorities” is used for “Gender minorities.” Further conf lat-
ing the difference between sex and gender are the narrower 
terms under “Gender identity” which include both intersex, 
transgender, and transexual terms. This does not consider 
the contemporary definitions of sex or gender, of which sex is 
defined as biology and gender as a societal construct.15

Additionally, several authors have commented on the 
lack of the subject heading “Queer” to accompany the LCSH 

https://homosaurus.org/
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term “Queer Theory.” While the term “queer” is frequently 
used as an umbrella term for people who are not straight 
and not cisgendered (identifying with the gender assigned at 
birth), it has also been used by those who reject labels for gen-
der identity and sexual orientation.16 However, LC chose to 
only create the term “Queer Theory” because of the history of 
the term being used as an offensive word.17 The stylebook for 
the NLGJA: The Association of LGBTQ Journalists notes that 
the word “queer” should be used with caution because of the 
offensive nature of the term. When it is used, an explanation 
should be provided.18 

The popularity of the term “queer” as a search term 
can be easily identified by using Google Trends to compare 
the number of searches to the umbrella terms available in 
LCSH. From comparing the amount of Google searches 
using Google Trends for the search term “queer” to “gays” 
and “sexual minorities,” one can see that the term “queer” is 
twice as popular on average as the term “gays.” Whereas the 
term “sexual minorities” is rarely ever searched outside of the 
more populous states.19 The usage of “queer” as an identity 
term has become so prolific that the case for literary warrant 
can be made. National Public Radio uses the term “queer” 
when an individual identifies as queer to respect the person’s 
identity.20 K. R. Roberto postulated, “If there are no queers in 
LCSH, what does Queer theory study?” Roberto believes the 
lack of inclusion of the term “queer” is an inherently politi-
cal act to create a space that only values clearly delineated 
identities.21 J. L. Colbert acknowledged how challenging the 
term “queer” is for controlled vocabularies. The term’s f luid 
nature makes it difficult to define and apply scope notes to. It 
may not be defined in the same manner ten years from now. 
Without appropriate scope notes, it can be difficult for cata-
logers to decide how to apply terms. Given this problem and 
the fact that people do search for the term “queer,” Colbert 
questioned what librarians should do about the term.22 

The lack of inclusion of the term “queer” as an identity 
term is just one example of how LCSH does not accurately 
represent the LGBTQIA+ community and the terms that 
researchers search with. It is well known that LCSH terms 
are out-of-date, inconsistent, and updated too slowly or 
not at all.23 Although added recently, the term “Gender 
non-conforming people” represents a bias that depicts the 
stereotypes of the gender binary system and is not the term 
most frequently searched for when researching non-binary 
people.24 The lack of headings for identities like pansexual 
people make it impossible for library users to search for mate-
rial on this topic, especially if it has not been included in the 
summary. 

There has been one notable study that compares the 
vocabulary used by patrons who research LGBTQIA+ topics 
to LCSH terminology. Colbert studied the searching habits 
and relevancy of search results from gender and women’s stud-
ies professors at the University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign 

using a semi-structured interview technique.25 Colbert noted 
that the participants felt frustrated that they needed to alter 
their searches with different terms depending on the nature of 
the research and discipline. While the participants did search 
for some terms that are included in LCSH, they searched for 
many terms that are not LCSH, including but not limited to: 
“fairy,” “men who love men,” “mlm,” “queer,” variations on the 
LGBT acronym, “women who are only attracted to women,” 
“trans,” “bi,” “pansexual,” and “queer community” or “LGBT 
community.” The researchers preferred to begin their search 
outside of the library catalog while only returning to search in 
the catalog for a known item.26 As librarians, we would like to 
train students and patrons to use the library catalog as it was 
meant to be used, to take advantage of the ability to collocate 
materials by subject headings. Yet this effort will not provide 
any benefit to patrons if the controlled vocabulary does not 
ref lect the vocabulary used by the community that it serves. 

Charles A. Cutter, a nineteenth-century librarian who 
inf luenced LC, commented on synonyms and the choice of a 
synonym for a subject heading in Rules for a Dictionary Cata-
logue. Cutter colorfully described the need to look for syn-
onyms when researching a topic as an “evil.” He recommends 
choosing the synonym that “is most familiar to that class 
of people who consult the library; a natural history society 
will of course use the scientific name, a town library would 
equally of course use the popular name.”27 Recently, Brian 
Dobreski, Karen Snow, and Heather Moulaison-Sandy com-
pared terms describing LGBTQIA+ identities in LCSH and 
Library of Congress Demographic Group Terms (LCDGT) 
to the Homosaurus identity terms to see how representative 
the LC headings were of the LGBTQIA+ community. The 
identities included in LCSH and LCDGT overlap with the 
identities represented by Homosaurus by about 25 percent. 
This analysis found that traditional controlled vocabularies 
only represent a small portion of identities that are neces-
sary to fully support the LGBTQIA+ community.28 By not 
updating LCSH terms to include vocabulary used contem-
poraneously, the LGBTQIA+ community is being marginal-
ized. Whether one is or is not a member of the LGBTQIA+ 
community, the materials necessary for research on relevant 
topics are less accessible or even hidden because of the lack of 
appropriate subject headings. 

Potential Solutions

It is important for libraries to devise their own solutions that 
meet the needs of their communities to provide easier access 
to the materials that they need. The recommendations fall 
into two categories: an educational approach that does not 
affect the catalog and a hands-on approach to changing the 
subject headings and how the catalog functions. Sara A. How-
ard and Steven A. Knowlton, of Princeton University, cre-
ated a LibGuide of subject headings, classification numbers, 
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important people, and LGBTQIA+ organizations.29 Since 
public libraries do not usually use LibGuides, the institutions 
would have to create a webpage or recommended resources 
list and market it on their website. Emily Drabinski believes 
that a queer approach should highlight the problems of the 
classification and subject headings through a pedagogical 
approach that engages users in a dialog about the catalog that 
asks them to consider “how the organization of, and access to, 
knowledge is politically and socially produced.”30 While this 
pedagogical technique is a great way to engage students in 
university classrooms, such an analysis could not be expected 
at the public services desk in a public library unless a patron 
specifically asked about the subject headings. Although 
Drabinski recommends leaving the existing structure of clas-
sification and subject headings intact, she supports the idea of 
a technical solution like allowing user tagging in the catalog.31 

Melissa Adler compared the use of user-generated tags 
in LibraryThing to subject headings in WorldCat records 
for books on transgender topics. The study found very little 
overlap between the tags, or folksonomies, and the subject 
headings. Although tags are not controlled and less precise, 
Adler points out that folksonomies are more representative 
of minority and marginalized voices. Because of the lack 
of precision of user-generated tags, Adler recommends the 
usage of controlled vocabularies and user-generated tags 
simultaneously.32 Tagging has not become ubiquitous with 
online public access catalogs (OPACs) yet. Therefore more 
research needs to be done into the benefits of tagging and the 
ramifications that the appearance of inappropriate or junk 
tags could have on library catalogs. 

A highly technical example of a solution has been piloted 
by libraries in Knoxville, Tennessee, and San Francisco, Cali-
fornia, in conjunction with Libraries as Models for Building 
Diversity Achievements (LAMBDA). The researchers cre-
ated a crosswalk ontology to assist homeless LGBTQ youths 
when searching the library catalog.33 An ontology is a way 
to organize a subject in a manner that depicts the relation-
ship between one topic and another. The goal of the project 
was to create a more empathetic ontology for OPACs so 
that the search algorithm could improve the search results 
related to the terms that the homeless youth search with. By 
interviewing the community, Frances Nichols and Edwin M. 
Cortez were able to identify the most used natural language 
vocabulary. The team created a model that connected that 
vocabulary to the controlled vocabulary of the library catalog 
in a way that the catalog could improve the search results and 
suggest positive references geared towards rehabilitating the 
community.34 A similar endeavor was recently undertaken 
at Indiana University for the LGBTQ+ Culture Center with 
the goal of mitigating the problems that marginalized and 
potentially harmful language can cause.35 The proof-of-
concept retrieval aid was designed by linking the Homosau-
rus terms to the equivalent LCSH terms. When searching for 

a Homosaurus term with an exact match to an LCSH term, 
the system executed the search for the LCSH term. When an 
exact match cannot be made, a keyword search is executed. 
This is an ongoing project.36 

These two projects are too technical and time-consum-
ing for most public libraries to endeavor. An open-source 
integrated library system (ILS) is required to make home-
grown changes that alter the ontology and manner that 
searches are executed. However, additional research into how 
an ILS can be customizable to meet the needs of the com-
munity is warranted. The closest functionality in existence is 
Ex Libris Alma and Primo’s ability to allow libraries to map 
LCSH to preferred terms so that preferred terms can appear 
in the records in the Primo discovery layer to the patrons 
while either LCSH or the preferred terms can be searched 
with. Including ILS vendors in this research on ontologies 
could create much more powerful and inclusive OPACs for 
public libraries.

The most practical and controlled solution for public 
libraries is to adopt the usage of an alternative controlled 
vocabulary to include in bibliographic records alongside 
LCSH. Inclusion of controlled vocabularies that were created 
by marginalized groups better represents the community 
and can improve access to resources that meet their needs. 
Dobreski, Snow, and Moulaison-Sandy’s research provided 
evidence that “supplemental controlled vocabularies can 
help libraries meet the needs of various identity groups.”37 
Currently, there are six controlled vocabularies included in 
LC’s list of Subject Heading and Term Source Codes that are 
the most relevant to LGBTQIA+ topics.38 The source code 
is a code that can be added to a bibliographic record that 
states the vocabulary that a term came from. Catalogers can 
choose to add terms from these thesauri to records in OCLC 
and the local library catalog if it has been properly approved 
by the library’s administration to appear in the OPAC. The 
controlled vocabularies including LGBTQIA+ topics include 
the following:

• Gender, sex, and sexual orientation (GSSO) ontology
• Gay studies thesaurus: a controlled vocabulary for 

indexing and accessing materials of relevance to gay cul-
ture, history, politics and psychology 

• Homosaurus: an international LGBTQ linked data 
vocabulary 

• International thesaurus of gay and lesbian index terms 
• A queer thesaurus: an international thesaurus of gay and 

lesbian index terms 
• Sexual nomenclature: a thesaurus

Other published and unpublished controlled vocabularies 
that include LGBTQIA+ terminology have been created that 
are on broader topics, like women’s studies, or have not been 
assigned source codes. 
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The oldest controlled vocabulary in LC’s list of approved 
vocabularies that includes LGBTQIA+ terminology is Sexual 
Nomenclature: A Thesaurus. This thesaurus was based on the 
organization of the Kinsey Institute Library in the 1940s and 
1950s and gay and lesbian activism in the 1960s and 1970s. It 
was created by the librarians at the Kinsey Institute at Indi-
ana University in 1976 to make “subversive materials” more 
accessible, but was not accepted by LC until 2006. However, 
the thesaurus has not been updated with the most recent ter-
minology and lacks the term “transgender.”39

The Gay Studies Thesaurus was self-published by Dee 
Michel in 1985. It was developed using books and periodi-
cal resources while the author was in graduate school. This 
thesaurus was used by the ONE Institute of Los Angeles 
that was overseen by the University of Southern California.40 
It is also being used by the Lavender Library Archives and 
Cultural Exchange alongside LCSH.41 Although this thesau-
rus was widely known, the publication is not widely held by 
libraries. Because it was self-published nearly forty years ago, 
the vocabulary will not have been updated with the latest 
terminology. It is not easily accessible for libraries that are 
interested in using supplemental controlled vocabulary due 
to its limited availability. The International Thesaurus of Gay 
and Lesbian Index Terms was completed in 1988 by ALA’s 
Task Force on Gay Liberation. The effort to create the Index 
began in 1986 when the Task Force chose to merge multiple 
controlled vocabularies into one thesaurus. This controlled 
vocabulary was never published, so it was not adopted widely 
by catalogers.42 Given its unpublished status it is not held by 
many libraries, so it is not easily accessible to catalogers today.  

A Queer Thesaurus: An International Thesaurus of Gay 
and Lesbian Index Terms  is a Dutch/English thesaurus that 
was developed for the collections of the HOMODOK and 
the Anna Blaman Huis (now the Internationale Homo/
Lesbisch Informatiecentrum en Archief or IHLIA). It was 
published in 1997 and can still be found in some libraries in 
the United States.43 Jack van der Well and Ellen Greenblatt 
initially used A Queer Thesaurus to create The Homosaurus: 
An International LGBTQ+ Linked Data Vocabulary in 2013 
by expanding the terms. In 2015, K. J. Rawson of the Digital 
Transgender Archive worked with van der Wel to expand the 
terms further and turned it into a linked data vocabulary.44 It 
has been online since May 2019 and is updated twice a year 
by an editorial board in June and December.45 This vocabu-
lary is easily accessible online at https://homosaurus.org. 
Catalogers can easily suggest new terms via the Homosau-
rus website. Because it is so accessible, public and academic 
libraries have begun to use it to supplement or replace LCSH 
terms in their catalogs more widely than the other alternative 
vocabularies. Adrian Williams presented at the 2021 LD4 
Conference on Linked Data on the inclusion of Homosaurus 
terms in the University of Kentucky catalog. They comment-
ed that it had a positive effect on the searching experience.46 

They have already added a significant amount of Homosau-
rus terms to records in OCLC as part of an enhancement 
project.47 Several Cataloging manuals can already be found 
online that include policy statements on the Homosaurus. 
These include, but are not limited to, Harvard University’s 
Schlesinger Library, CCS, and Schaumburg Township Dis-
trict Library in Illinois.48 

The GSSO is an ontology that bridges the gap between 
linguistic variations within and outside the health care field. 
Its focus is LGBTQIA+ vocabulary but also includes broader 
terms. It was initially published on BioPortal in 2019. The 
creators of this ontology have included the LGBTQIA+ ter-
minology that members of the community currently use.49 
Although the vocabulary is regularly updated, its scientific 
focus may benefit health, medical, or science libraries and 
archives the most. This ontology can be easily searched 
online on the OLS Ontology Search website at https://www 
.ebi.ac.uk/ols/ontologies/gsso. This site has useful defini-
tions and links to other sites like the Homosaurus and Wiki-
pedia, which could make it a useful resource for catalogers 
from all types of libraries. However, the broader, narrower, 
and related terms are not as comprehensive as Homosaurus. 

Because technical solutions, like enhancing the search 
capabilities of an OPAC with an ontology crosswalk, are 
not available for all ILS vendors, additional research on ILS 
customization should be conducted in conjunction with ILS 
vendors. Public libraries can only benefit from desired cus-
tomizations if the vendors that public libraries use are willing 
to incorporate these ideas into the OPAC. In the meantime, 
it is important for librarians to publish articles on practical 
solutions for public libraries that can mitigate the problem 
of biased terms in controlled vocabularies. The most viable 
solution for public library catalogers is to allow for the usage 
of the Homosaurus because it is readily available online and 
regularly updated by an editorial board. This article fills in 
the gap in the research by documenting how a public library 
consortium approved the policy to allow the Homosaurus 
and craft a detailed cataloging manual section for the usage 
of the vocabulary.

The Library Consortium

Cooperative Computer Services (CCS) is a consortium of 
twenty-eight public libraries in the northern and northwest-
ern suburbs of Chicago. The governing board includes the 
directors of all member libraries. To represent each of the 
library departments in the decision-making process, CCS has 
technical groups and advisory groups. Technical groups have 
quarterly meetings to discuss and make decisions on policies 
and procedures as well as provide an opportunity for continu-
ing education. The membership of the technical group con-
sists of staff from all member libraries. The technical group 

https://homosaurus.org
https://www.ebi.ac.uk/ols/ontologies/gsso
https://www.ebi.ac.uk/ols/ontologies/gsso
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for cataloging and metadata is called Cataloging and Metada-
ta Management Technical Group (CAMM). Advisory groups 
consist of seven appointed members that research and discuss 
policies and advise the technical groups on policy changes. 
The advisory group for cataloging is called the Standard 
Cataloging Rules and Practice Advisory Group (SCRAP). 

The consortium’s database has more than a million bib-
liographic records for physical items. This includes more than 
6,000 bibliographic records for physical items on LGBTQIA+ 
topics. Illinois has a strong history of supporting the 
LGBTQIA+ population. Just over 4 percent of the population 
of the state of Illinois is LGBTQ. The Movement Advance-
ment Project (MAP), a nonprofit organization, that rates state 
laws and policies for equality, rated Illinois’s laws and policies 
on sexual orientation and gender identity as “High.”50 In 2019, 
Governor J. B. Pritzker signed a bill requiring schools to teach 
LGBTQ history. This law took effect on July 1, 2020.51 This 
makes CCS a great candidate for implementing the policy to 
allow the Homosaurus in the CCS catalog. 

The Consortium’s Research and 
Decision-Making Process 

The consortium’s decision-making process began with a 
research phase into the benefits of the Homosaurus and 
patron search habits. It was important to prove that the 
Homosaurus vocabulary was not redundant and that it would 
enhance the records by making them more accessible to 
patrons. This research process included comparing trending 
LGBTQIA+ terms in the Homosaurus to LCSH and search 
terms executed by patrons. After completing research, the 
consortium’s established decision-making process was fol-
lowed to pass a motion to approve the inclusion of Homo-
saurus terms in the catalog. To do so, the research findings 
were presented to the cataloging advisory group, known as 
SCRAP, for approval before presenting the findings to the 
cataloging technical group, known as CAMM, for approval. 
Understanding the research findings and process that this 
consortium used to approve a new controlled vocabulary, 
can help others to gain approval for using the Homosaurus at 
other institutions. 

The Benefits of the Homosaurus

The benefits of the Homosaurus can be demonstrated by com-
paring Homosaurus terms to LCSH, identifying differences 
in how concepts are represented in the two vocabularies, how 
the terms could be applied to items in the collection, and then 
comparing the terms to reports on how patrons search in the 
OPAC. Gender and sexuality terms have evolved significant-
ly over the last twenty years. While the Homosaurus editorial 
board has made an effort to include the most current terms as 

well as historical terms in the vocabulary, LCSH headings for 
LGBTQIA+ topics do not properly represent all of the cur-
rent terms being used.52 Many general terms or concepts do 
overlap between the two controlled vocabularies. 

Homosaurus terms can be beneficial when LCSH terms 
are out-of-date, differ, or when a term for a concept does 
not exist yet. This article can only include several of the 
examples of beneficial terms that were identified. One of the 
LGBTQIA+ topics that is not clearly visible in the library 
catalog is pansexuality. Without a LCSH, some LGBTQ 
headings can be left out of the record. Pansexual may be in 
the summary, but it is not in the summary of all items that 
include pansexual characters. In The Ravenous Dark by A. M. 
Strickland is a great example of a hidden item. At the time 
this was written, the OCLC record had no indicator that the 
book was anything but a romantic fantasy with a love triangle 
that includes a spirit. The Goodreads.com page includes an 
additional sentence describing the main character as pansex-
ual.55 The book includes pansexual, non-binary, asexual, and 
lesbian characters.56 This is a great example of an item that 
would benefit from the addition of the Homosaurus subject 
headings and genre terms so that the item is properly labeled 
and accessible to those searching for LGBTQIA+ fantasy or 
romance with pansexual characters.

Although transgender subject headings exist, the cur-
rent LCSH terms for non-binary people are not the cur-
rently preferred terms. These are “Gender-nonconformity” 
and “Gender-nonconforming people.” “Non-binary” is the 
term that CCS patrons search with the most. Those who 
are non-binary would prefer to see it in the record because 
of the inherent bias of the term “gender-nonconformity.” An 
example of a book that could benefit from the addition of the 
Homosaurus term “Non-binary people,” as well as “Gender-
queer people” and “Genderqueer comics,” is Gender Queer: 
A Memoir by Maia Kobabe.57 Additionally, the Homosaurus 
includes several other gender-related terms that are not 
LCSH yet and could improve the accessibility of items, like 
“Assigned female at birth” and “Assigned male at birth.” 

Numerous other Homosaurus terms that are not 
included in LCSH but are topics that are important to the 
LGTBQIA+ community could be beneficial to include in 
the catalog. Some examples include “Birth certificate amend-
ments,” “Corrective rape,” “Genderqueer people,” “Gender-
f luid,” “Latinx,” and common slang. The Homosaurus also 
includes terms in other languages that could be important 
to Northern Illinois, like “Hijra,” a commonly used term for 
intersex and transgender people in South Asia. Additionally, 
several genre headings that combine terms that would be 
normally two headings in LCSH, like “Bisexual horror fic-
tion” and “Transgender horror fiction,” could be useful for 
collocating items in the catalog. 



10  Fischer LRTS 67, no. 1  

How Do Patrons Search?

To identify if the patrons would benefit from Homosaurus 
terms, a consortium staff member created a report of search 
terms that included several headings that were not LCSH 
yet, as well as the equivalent LCSH terms. Many searches 
were for known titles, so the terms included in this report 
did not represent the full search that was executed. Since 
2018, sixty-five searches included the word “non-binary,” 
but only eleven included “gender non-conforming people.” 
While thirty-four searches contained the Homosaurus term 
“polyamory,” only five searches included the equivalent 
LCSH term of “non-monogamous” (not including the por-
tion of the term “people”). In the same period more than 
1,600 searches included the word “transgender,” and sixty-
three searches were executed just for the word “trans.” 
Similarly, 163 searches included the term “queer,” but only 
twenty searches included the LCSH term “sexual minori-
ties.” Because many users search for known titles, searches 
executed by this consortium’s patrons include more com-
monly used terms than LCSH terms. Including the subject 
headings that more closely align with the terms that users 
search with, and those that are commonly part of known 
titles, are important for improving the accessibility of 
LGBTQIA+ topics in the catalog.

Passing the Motion

Understanding the process that the consortium uses to 
approve a new thesaurus may help other librarians gain 
approval of the Homosaurus at their libraries. CCS members 
all use the same cataloging manual and local practices. So 
any workf low changes, like allowing the Homosaurus, need 
to follow the consortium’s decision-making procedures, as 
depicted in table 1, to be adopted. The governance structure 
consists of four tiers. When it comes to cataloging work-
f low, an advisory group consisting of seven members can 
pass motions to recommend changes. Consortium staff can 
advise the library staff on these changes at any point in the 
approval process. Then a technical group that consists of 
members from every library needs to vote on the recommen-
dation to approve the policy. If the policy includes a change 
to the bibliographic input standards, or completely replaces 

a subject heading, the officers from the governing board that 
make up the executive committee need to approve of the 
change. An example of this would be replacing the “Illegal 
aliens” subject headings. Any changes in cataloging policy 
can take two or more months to be approved from the time 
that an issue is brought to an advisory or technical group. 

To get approval to allow Homosaurus terms in the 
catalog, a CCS staff member presented the findings of their 
research at the April 2021 cataloging advisory group meet-
ing, which is called SCR AP. SCR AP members stated their 
concern about homonyms that represent more commonly 
used meanings as an LCSH term, as well as sexually explicit 
terms. Some examples of these terms included “Bears,” 
“Faeries,” and “Slaves.” At the time of the discussion, these 
terms did not have parenthetical qualifiers in Homosau-
rus. For example, the Homosaurus term “Bears” would be 
conf lated with the animal. Whereas the LCSH term “Bears 
(Gay culture)” has a parenthetical qualifier to distinguish 
between the term for gay men and animals. Since then, the 
Homosaurus editorial board updated many homonyms by 
adding parenthetical qualifiers with the June 2022 update.58 
This update changed “Bears” to “Bears (Gay culture).” At the 
time, the group was willing to approve a motion to recom-
mend that SCR AP reviews the Homosaurus and selects the 
most appropriate terms to allow. 

However, CCS staff discussed the SCR AP recommen-
dation and had a different opinion. The staff ’s prefer-
ence was for the Cataloging and Metadata Management 
(CAMM) Technical Group to vote on a motion to allow all 
terms from the Homosaurus in the catalog. The workload 
required to review, select, and maintain the list would not 
be the best use of an advisory group’s time for the long run. 
After reviewing the vocabulary, the staff believed that any 
objectionable terms would be more relevant to archives and 
special libraries than public libraries. CCS staff were able 
to generate a report comparing the search terms used by 
patrons to Homosaurus terms. This allowed them to create 
a solid list of terms with double meanings. The cataloging 
manual page could then include sufficient guidance on how 
to best use catalogers’ judgement when selecting Homosau-
rus terms to apply to a record. 

The policy then needed to be brought to the CAMM 
Technical Group for approval. At the May 2021 CAMM 

Table 1. ILS Setting Changes Authority

Governing 
Board

Technical 
Group CCS Staff Advisory Group

No change to workflow AND No financial or HR impact Informed Informed Approve Recommend

Change to workflow AND No financial or HR impact Informed Approve Recommend

Financial or HR Impact OR Addition of service OR Policy change Approve Recommend Recommend

Source: Cooperative Computer Services.
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Technical Group meeting, a CCS staff member presented an 
updated presentation on the topic which included the advi-
sory group’s opinion and CCS staff ’s opinion. This included 
an explanation of how reports allowed staff to identify terms 
to avoid and that the cataloging manual would provide 
enough guidance on these terms without requiring the advi-
sory group to regularly review the Homosaurus. One concern 
about the Homosaurus that a CAMM member mentioned at 
a meeting was the lack of labels for genres. The Homosau-
rus does not label genre headings as genres in compliance 
with the Lavender Library, Archives, and Cultural Exchange 
(LLACE) classification. Genres are considered the same as 
subject headings. Nor should genres be used as subdivisions 
of subject headings like genres can be placed in the subfield v 
to subdivide LCSH. However, CCS member libraries decided 
that the local policy should place the Homosaurus genre 
headings in 655 fields as they do with Library of Congress 
Genre/Form Terms (LCGFT). Given that many of the 
Homosaurus terms could be new to the catalogers, and some 
could feel cautious about applying unfamiliar terms, CCS 
staff also planned to provide a training session with a member 
of the Homosaurus editorial board. 

After the presentation and discussion, the motion to 
allow the Homosaurus passed unanimously. The next step 
was to finalize training plans with the member of the Homo-
saurus editorial board and create a draft of the cataloging 
manual page. The cataloging manual page needed to be 
discussed and expanded on at the SCR AP Advisory Group 
meeting before it could be brought back to the CAMM Tech-
nical Group for approval. 

The Cataloging Manual Section 
on the Homosaurus

After passing the motion, the cataloging manual page needed 
to be drafted. A CCS staff member created the initial draft 
of the page based on the recommendations of the SCRAP 
Advisory Group and the discussion from the CAMM Techni-
cal Group meeting, as well as instructions for requesting the 
creation of authority records. The SCRAP Advisory Group 
reviewed the page and discussed additional points that could 
be added to the page. This included when it would be unnec-
essary to apply a Homosaurus term, such as one that repre-
sented the exact concept of the LCSH term, using the same 
words in the same order or a different order. 

Homosaurus utilizes both “LGBTQ+” and “queer” 
as adjectives that modify nouns, e.g., “African American 
LGBTQ+ people” and “African American queer people.” 
According to the hierarchy, queer is a narrower term of 
LGBTQ+ and should only be used when a person self-identi-
fies as queer.59 After receiving training on the Homosaurus, 
and thoroughly researching the usage of the term “queer” as 

an umbrella term, SCRAP decided to recommend a local 
practice to apply queer and LGBTQ+ terms simultaneously 
due to the increasing amount of LGBTQ+ individuals that 
self-identify as queer, use it as an umbrella term, search for it 
in the catalog, and use it as a search term for identifying use-
ful online resources. 

The final draft of the Homosaurus guidelines was then 
brought to the CAMM Technical Group for approval. The 
motion to approve of the guidelines passed on November 17, 
2021.60 The consortium’s guidelines for applying Homosau-
rus terms consist of the following: 

• Genre headings are placed in a 655 field.
• Homosaurus headings are not added when the terms are 

the same as LCSH or use the same words in a different 
order as LCSH. 

• Terms that include “queer” or “LGBTQ+” should be add-
ed to records simultaneously when both versions exist, 
e.g., “Asian LGBTQ+ people” and “Asian queer people.”

• Avoid using terms lacking a parenthetical qualifier that 
have a more commonly used meaning, like “Dark rooms” 
and “Faeries.” A broader term can be used instead. The 
list is included in the manual. 

• When adding a new heading, request the creation of an 
authority record from the helpdesk. 

Since using the Homosaurus is not a requirement, the 
catalogers are welcome to use cataloger’s judgement when 
choosing to add Homosaurus terms to the records. An exam-
ple of a record that follows these guidelines is for the book 
Never Silent: ACT UP and My Life in Activism by Peter Staley 
(figure 1). This is an autobiography of an AIDS activist. The 
record includes the LCSH terms for the author’s name, “ACT 
UP (Organization),” “AIDS activists-United States,” and 
“AIDS (Disease)-United States.” The cataloger then added 
the Homosaurus subject heading “LGBTQ+ activists.” There 
is no equivalent Homosaurus term for queer activists. Other 
Homosaurus subject headings, like “AIDS Activists,” use the 
same terms as LCSH headings, so additional Homosaurus 
subject headings were not added. However, three Homosau-
rus genre headings were included. The record includes the 
LCGFT heading of “Autobiographies.” The Homosaurus 
genre headings for this record include “LGBTQ+ biogra-
phies,” “Gay biographies,” and “Queer biographies.” This 
case demonstrates the usage of the queer and LGBTQ+ head-
ings to support the patrons who search with these terms.

One Year Later

It has been more than one year since CCS member librar-
ies began to include Homosaurus terms in the catalog. As 
of November 2022, 296 authority records had been created 
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for Homosaurus headings. Catalogers added Homosaurus 
headings to 2,439 bibliographic records. This consists of 
about a third of the bibliographic records for physical items 
on LGBTQIA+ topics in the CCS catalog. Some of the 
cataloging librarians have helped to increase the number of 
Homosaurus headings in the records by adding them as a 
bulk change. Catalogers employed by the member libraries 
and CCS staff monitor Homosaurus for new releases and 
inform the CCS Data Services Librarian of changes. Since 
CCS began using Homosaurus, the editorial board released 
updates that revised existing headings.61 The Data Services 
Librarian was tasked with updating authority records and 
bulk updating headings that required updating. 

Only one major challenge has been discovered in the 
year since catalogers began to add Homosaurus terms to the 
bibliographic records. A cataloger discovered that a full level 
record with Homosaurus terms had been overlayed by one 
without Homosaurus terms, thus undoing their work. This 
is an inevitable problem for a consortium. CCS staff included 
several reminders at the CAMM Technical Meeting with the 
hope that this will improve the situation. These reminders 
included the following: 

• How to identify the Homosaurus headings in the records.
• That it is acceptable to add Homosaurus terms to 

records in OCLC Connexion so they are retained in the 
OCLC record. 

• To change the record level to full level so that final 
records from vendor provided cataloging services would 
not overlay the record automatically. 

Since this reminder, additional problems have not been 
reported. Catalogers regularly request the creation of new 

authority records from the CCS Data Services Librarian and 
have been consistently adding the terms to new bibliographic 
records. 

Recommendations for Getting Buy-In

When adopting innovative practices, it is important to get 
buy-in from the administrators and librarians from a library 
or all members of a consortium. To do so, librarians need to 
demonstrate its value in presentations to the administrators 
or governance groups. When planning to present on the topic 
it is important to demonstrate how beneficial the Homosau-
rus is with a dynamic presentation. Topics to include in the 
presentation can consist of a comparison of subject headings 
between LCSH and Homosaurus, examples of records in 
catalogs that include Homosaurus terms, user statistics, and 
potential cataloging guidelines. 

Presentations can include examples of problematic sub-
ject headings and specific titles that would benefit from the 
addition of Homosaurus terms in the records. Examples can 
also include authority records for Homosaurus terms. The 
CCS catalog (https://ccs.polarislibrary.com/polaris/) can be 
searched for examples of bibliographic records that include 
the Homosaurus terms by utilizing the list of terms that is 
linked to on the Cataloging Manual page.62 Using examples 
from a library that has already approved the Homosaurus and 
is actively cataloging with it provides proof of its efficacy and 
demonstrates a valid use case. 

Generating reports of the actual searches that are exe-
cuted in your catalog for Homosaurus terms and LCSH can 
provide you with evidence of the terms that your patrons uti-
lize when searching for items in your catalog. By comparing 

 

FIGURE 1. Image of the bibliographic record for Never Silent: ACT UP and My Life in Activism by Peter 
Saley. The subject headings with the source code homoit in the subfield 2 are the Homosaurus headings.  

Figure 1. Image of the bibliographic record for Never Silent: ACT UP and My Life in Activism by Peter Saley. The subject headings with 
the source code homoit in the subfield 2 are the Homosaurus headings.

https://ccs.polarislibrary.com/polaris/
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terms that are used to search with to the Homosaurus and 
LCSH, you can demonstrate which vocabulary is kept up-to-
date with the most widely used search terms. These statistics 
can also be compared to internet search trends using Google 
Trends (https://trends.google.com/). The searches executed 
on Google should be the most representative of those cur-
rently used by researchers of LGBTQIA+ topics. When sub-
ject headings match search terms, items will become more 
accessible to the patrons.

It is also helpful to include an explanation of what should 
be included in the cataloging manual for your library or con-
sortium. The CCS Cataloging Manual page can again serve 
as an example. However, these guidelines do include a signifi-
cant number of local practices. Crafting your own guidelines 
that meet the needs of your library’s local practices is impor-
tant for gaining approval. Since some people are not familiar 
with LGBTQIA+ terms, it is also beneficial to create a plan 
for training. This training plan can include the cataloging 
guidelines but should also include professional development 
like a webinar. 

Presentations that touch on all these bases should be 
thorough enough to educate the decision makers at your 
library or consortium on the Homosaurus in a manner that 
will make the issue understandable enough to hopefully 
gain the support needed to allow Homosaurus terms as CCS 
did. For this consortium, this process included two similar 
presentations that evolved as decisions were made as well as 
additional discussions on the cataloging guidelines. Planning 
for a similar timeline of presentations and discussions can 
help the decision process proceed smoothly. 

Conclusion

It is important for public libraries to implement policies that 
are inclusive and supportive of all members of the communi-
ties that they serve. This includes supporting those that are 
actively searching for LGBTQIA+ topics. The work that cata-
logers contribute help to ensure that patrons can access the 
resources they need by adopting a subject heading policy that 
is inclusive of the language most familiar to the community. 
A practical way to enhance subject headings in records is by 
allowing the use of an alternative controlled vocabulary, like 
The Homosaurus: An International LGBTQ+ Linked Data 
Vocabulary, as a supplement to LCSH. Allowing an addi-
tional controlled vocabulary in the catalog that is regularly 
updated by experts from the LGBTQIA+ community will 
enhance access in a way that is preferable to adding a public 
tagging function to a catalog. Homosaurus is controlled by 
catalogers in the same way that LCSH is and accordingly 
does not require the same review for problematic tags that 
crowdsourced tagging might. Unlike the technologically 
advanced backend enhancements of open-source ILS sys-
tems, the inclusion of Homosaurus in bibliographic records 
is practical, affordable, and easily accessible to the techno-
logical capabilities of public libraries. Ensuring that admin-
istrators and staff are willing to approve a policy to allow an 
additional controlled vocabulary is important when adopting 
innovative practices. If other libraries follow the recommen-
dations to present administrators and staff with the research 
that proves the value of improving discovery and access, 
plans for creating a cataloging manual section, and plans for 
training and maintenance of the vocabulary, achieving the 
approval of the new policy will be within reach.
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There is little literature on documenting the correct application of classification systems. 
This paper seeks to remedy this gap by describing how Northeastern Illinois University cre-
ated documentation for their implementation of system that describes Illinois State publica-
tions. We recommend creating documentation that is flexible, accessible, and user-oriented. 
Flexible documentation not only facilitates changes to the documentation, it also allows 
librarians to take advantage of other uses of this documentation. In our case, the process of 
documentation produced a near complete listing of Illinois publications and provided the 
basis for a structural history of Illinois government. Documentation of classification systems 
not only improves library work, but also assists in preserving artifacts of library history. 

The goal of library classification is to “bring together those books which will be 
most used together,”1 and by doing so improve retrieval and enhance browsing, 

among other things.2 In a physical collection, the call numbers assigned by classifica-
tion systems ensure that each item has a home in the bookstacks, and they serve as a 
visible reminder that the materials shelved next to each other are related in some way. 
An enterprise like classifying library materials is necessarily complex, especially as 
the largest libraries have many millions of items, each of which requires a distinct call 
number designation. As a complex endeavor, it is necessary to have detailed docu-
mentation of classification systems. Although this documentation is clearly crucial, 
there is very little guidance on how to create or structure this documentation. While 
this is likely because most libraries rely on outside agencies—such as Library of 
Congress (LC)—to maintain classification systems, it is not unusual for libraries to 
use local or modified systems for portions of their collections.3 This article describes 
the approach taken at Northeastern Illinois University to document the local system 
used to classify its Illinois State publications.

Northeastern Illinois University employs the Nakata-Strange Classification Sys-
tem to classify its collection of Illinois State documents. This system was developed 
by Yuri Nakata and Michele Strange in 1974 and was intended to organize the pub-
lications of the State of Illinois at the University of Illinois Chicago.4 There are nine-
teen libraries that serve as Illinois Depository Libraries, that is, they receive copies of 
state publications to ensure public access.5 As is the case for the Federal Depository 
Library Program, the Illinois depository program makes a number of stipulations 
regarding public access and retention of materials.6 The Illinois State Library, which 
administers this deposit program, does not require that libraries employ any specific 
classification system for materials received as part of this program. As a result, six-
teen of the depository libraries have opted to use either the LC or Dewey Decimal 
systems to classify their Illinois documents. The Chicago Public Library employs 
a local system inspired by the Superintendent of Documents (SuDocs) system, 
while the remaining two libraries, Northeastern Illinois University (NEIU) and the 
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University of Illinois Chicago (UIC) use the Nakata-Strange 
System, which is likewise inspired by SuDocs.

Like SuDocs, the Nakata-Strange System is based on the 
current organizational status of the government author, and 
therefore changes as the organizational structure of the state 
government changes.7 This means that Nakata and Strange’s 
original documentation is unable to classify today’s publica-
tions, as many departments (such as the Departments of Nat-
ural Resources, Homeland Security, and Human Services) 
did not yet exist in 1974. As a result, new class stems (DNR, 
HLS, and DHS for the respective aforementioned examples) 
have been created. Likewise, subagencies and serials are 
identified by integers, so the creation of new subagencies and 
serials (which is very common) requires the assignment of 
new numbers to these corporate bodies and works.

What makes the Nakata-Strange Classification System 
different from SuDocs or from the many other state publi-
cation classification schemes is the lack of oversight from a 
central agency. New SuDocs numbers are assigned by the US 
Government Publishing Office, and most state publication 
classifications are governed by their respective state libraries. 
The Nakata-Strange System has no such oversight, and the 
two libraries (NEIU and UIC) that use this system have not 
collaborated, resulting in what are effectively distinct systems 
at each library. For example, UIC uses NR to designate the 
Illinois Department of Natural Resources where NEIU uses 
DNR. And where NEIU designates the Department of Home-
land Security with the class step HLS, UIC instead employs 
TT to designate the Terrorism Taskforce, which was a sub-
agency of the Department of Homeland Security. Not only do 
the two libraries disagree about the form of certain class stems, 
they also disagree about which agencies merit class stems.

Until recently, Northeastern Illinois University Libraries 
had little documentation of its system for classifying Illinois 
documents. In fact, simply learning that our system was based 
on that of Nakata and Strange required many hours of brows-
ing through binders of old documentation. The only visible 
documentation was two drawers of typed 3x5 inch notecards 
that were kept in the Government Documents Office. These 
cards outlined the basics of the system from the most general 
level (the department/class stem) to a more granular level 
(the book number or serial number). This method of record 
keeping was inaccurate and difficult to access, as the draw-
ers of cards were not easily moved or taken home for remote 
work. Therefore we decided to create an electronic version of 
these records to improve access and accuracy.

While our initial goal was simply to improve access, we 
saw this as an opportunity to create a full system of docu-
mentation that included not only data from the cards, but 
also text explaining the structure of call numbers so library 
staff could more easily assign new call numbers. We also rec-
ognized the value of our system as a unique piece of library 
history and hoped to preserve this system in a way that 

acknowledged that history. In creating our documentation, 
we also wanted to be transparent about how it was created 
to assist any other institutions that are tasked with creating 
similar documentation. 

As we planned for and ultimately created our docu-
mentation, we found that many of the same principles that 
govern general documentation applied to the documentation 
of classification systems. Namely, documentation should be 
accessible, f lexible, and user-oriented. By opting for a web-
based platform with built-in f lexibility, we were able to not 
only create a useful guide for library staff, but to also create a 
comprehensive list of our Illinois documents holdings, lay the 
foundation for a history of Illinois government, and preserve 
the unique aspects of our local implementation of a unique 
classification system.

Literature Review

While there is literature that describes the practical applica-
tion of classification systems, there is little literature that 
describes how these systems should be documented. Even 
well-documented classification systems tend not to elaborate 
on how documentation was created or why it is organized 
in the way that it is. The Library of Congress Classification 
and Shelf listing Manual, for example, provides considerable 
information about the history of LC schedules, but does not 
describe how the structure of this documentation was orga-
nized and why given elements of the documentation were 
chosen for inclusion.8

In planning for our documentation, we consulted docu-
mentation for other classification systems to determine how 
ours should be structured. In addition to LC classification, 
we took guidance from the SuDocs system,9 which served as 
the inspiration for the Nakata-Strange Classification System. 
We also consulted other state documents classification sys-
tems, many of which have been collected by the GODORT-
affiliated State Documents Collaborative Group.10

As the Nakata-Strange Classification System was based 
on SuDocs, it was also useful to consult the documentation 
for other classification systems that are derived from other, 
better-documented systems. The National Library of Medi-
cine Classification,11 and Canadian Class PS8000,12 which 
are LC-based, and the Mormon Classification System,13 
which is Dewey Decimal–based, provided insights into how 
to structure documentation when a similar system is more 
thoroughly documented. In these cases, it is assumed that the 
user has knowledge of the base systems and focuses on the 
novel aspects of the derivative systems.

Documentation in technical services is somewhat better 
represented in the literature, and some of the key points raised 
in this literature informed how we planned our own process 
of documentation. Nevertheless, much of the literature on 
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library documentation actually laments the lack of literature 
on the topic, as well as the overall lack of documentation that 
occurs in libraries.

In 1999, Brisson characterized the lack of documentation 
in libraries as resulting from the perceived ineffectiveness of 
documentation in improving library productivity, and noted 
that libraries often rely on institutional memory, rather than 
effective documentation to “maintain consistency in local 
practice and procedures.”14 In 2005, White similarly ref lected 
on the lack of library documentation (and lack of literature on 
documentation), pointing out the irony that “while librarians 
excel at archiving and collecting the records and materials 
used and produced by other people, many libraries are not 
very good at creating and maintaining their own documenta-
tion.”15 This lack may be due to it being a “a huge task that is 
often not a high priority in day-to-day work, especially when 
staff already feel overloaded, and it may be difficult to justify 
the need for documentation work to administrators who are 
focused on production.”16 Despite the lack of current, broad-
scoped literature on documentation, the lessons of earlier 
works and works focused on narrower topics can be applied 
to the problem at hand.

Much of the literature on documenting technical ser-
vices procedures focuses on shifting from paper to online 
documentation. This has the benefit of making documenta-
tion more widely accessible, both to library staff (who may 
be working remotely or across different sites) and to out-
side institutions. Craft suggests that making documentation 
accessible outside of the institution for which it was created 
allows other institutions to compare their practices to those 
of others and to provide models for their own documenta-
tion.17 While online materials are naturally easier to share, 
institutions have not always taken advantage of this inherent 
benefit. Urban reports that the majority of survey partici-
pants “have their internal guides set to ‘Private’ or ‘Unpub-
lished,’” meaning that their documentation is not visible to 
those outside of their institutions.18

Online documentation may also exploit the benefits of 
existing in a nonlinear, hyperlinked environment. Tomasi 
and Mehlenbacher note that online documentation often 
fails users when it merely replicates print documentation in 
a new environment. They propose reengineering documen-
tation to take advantage of the online medium and to focus 
on the user.19 One way of reengineering documentation is to 
automate parts of the process, something which is not pos-
sible in print, and which saves time and effort on behalf of the 
person creating the documentation.20

Methods

The process of creating our documentation started with 
a clear goal in mind: to transform the old documentation, 

which was in a drawer on three-by-five-inch notecards, 
into something more accessible. The literature on library 
documentation informed how we approached this process, 
especially literature on moving documentation to an online 
platform.

Before we could begin our documentation process, we 
had to consider whether creating it would be worthwhile. 
Does the volume of new Illinois publications justify the effort 
required to create this? What other value does this documen-
tation provide? 

The prior state of the collection—stored on cards—was 
an unacceptable way to document a growing collection. 
Although not as many as in previous decades, NEIU still 
receives a few print publications per month from the State of 
Illinois. Many of these are new publications that need new 
call numbers. Using cards was cumbersome and, in a time 
when remote work has become both possible and necessary, 
impractical. Additionally, parts of the collection are still 
uncataloged, and the only evidence of the existence of cer-
tain titles was in our card-based documentation. Updating 
our documentation meant greater ease of creating new call 
numbers and would provide a better overview of the materi-
als we hold.

An additional motive for creating better documentation 
is the fact that our system is, in effect, unique. As previously 
noted, UIC and NEIU have not collaborated to ensure that 
our implementations of the Nakata-Strange Classification 
System are uniform. As a result, the original system has 
evolved into two unique systems. Documentation in this 
context is more than just practical: it is a means of preserving 
a unique artifact of library history. 

As a government publications classification system, the 
Nakata-Strange Classification System also provides insights 
into the history of Illinois government. There is, as far as 
we know, no systematic description of the structural history 
of Illinois government, at least not with the level of detail 
that the Nakata-Strange Classification System can provide. 
The Illinois Blue Book, for example, lists major agencies and 
boards, as well as the names of the persons who work with 
those organizations. However, small agencies and boards are 
often omitted, and there is rarely any detail about the internal 
structure of agencies. Viewing the Nakata-Strange Classifica-
tion System as not only a historical document, but also as a 
means to conduct research independent of the materials it 
describes informed how we approached our documentation.

Having determined that creating new documentation 
would benefit library staff and would provide additional 
benefits, we needed to consider the needs of our end users. 
We intended for our primary users to be librarians and staff 
working in the Government Documents Department. These 
staff members would need to be able to assign new call num-
bers to newly received materials and would need to know, for 
example, if we already held materials published by a given 
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department or if the material in hand belonged to a series 
with an established series number. We also wanted other 
library staff to be able to look up the entities represented 
by the system to assist patrons in locating materials. While 
patrons were not the main audience for this documentation, 
we did consider that researchers of Illinois history and gov-
ernment may find our documentation useful. We also con-
sidered that the casual user of our documentation would have 
very different needs from library staff and serious researchers. 
Having a granular system that allowed some users to see just 
an overview of the system (such as class stems) and allowed 
other users to dig deeper meant that we could provide usable 
information to a variety of users.

A final consideration was time and staffing. The Gov-
ernment Documents Department consists of a single librar-
ian who also has duties outside of that department. Student 
workers and the Technical Services Department provide 
occasional assistance. Although upfront time was required 
to create the documentation, the value of having easily con-
sulted documentation clearly outweighed these costs. To save 
time and effort we examined what documentation (and data) 
was available both within our library and in external sources, 
then incorporated that into this new documentation.

From the beginning of this process, we wanted our 
documentation to be web-based, as that would allow for the 
greatest ease of access. We wanted to take advantage of the 
web’s ability to organize data in ways that print documenta-
tion cannot: arranged in hierarchies, sorted, or linked.21 We 
considered several options for publishing our documenta-
tion on the web, taking into consideration cost, ease of data 
entry, and accessibility. One option was to use the library’s 
LibGuides platform. As we already subscribed to LibGuides, 
cost was not an issue. Additionally, LibGuides are relatively 
easy to edit. However, the LibGuides platform is not designed 
to display large amounts of data and data is displayed in a 
rigid way. There is no easy way to enter large amounts of 
data. Blogs and similar publishing platforms faced the same 
problems: while easy to edit, they lacked the f lexibility we 
wanted and were not designed to import and display large 
amounts of data. 

The library already had a website, https://neiuinfo.org, 
that could support Structured Query Language (SQL) data-
bases. To that end, we decided to publish our documentation 
to an online database that would then be accessible via the 
internet. This approach would require coding in HTML and 
PHP, a preprocessor that allows HTML to communicate 
with databases. Although complicated to set up, such an 
approach provided f lexibility that others did not. Having 
decided to follow this course of action, our first step was to 
figure out how to get the data we wanted into this database. 
Our goal was to transfer the information from the notecards 
into our database. These cards contained two types of infor-
mation: agency structure and publication information. Cards 

containing agency structure are pink and list the internal 
structure, e.g., subagencies of main agencies, as shown in 
figure 1.

The card in figure 1 lists some of the subagencies that 
make up the Commerce and Community Affairs Depart-
ment. This department has a class stem of “CM.” In the 
Nakata-Strange system, the main office receives a designa-
tion of “1,” and subagencies are numbered from “2” onward. 
Therefore, we know that an item with a call number begin-
ning with “CM 6” was produced by the Commerce and Com-
munity Affairs Department’s Tourism Office.

Cards with information about publications are green 
and contain a listing of publications from each agency and 
subagency, as illustrated in figures 2–4.

In figures 2–4, the cards contain the issuing body, the 
associated call number class, subclass, and cutter, and a list-
ing of titles or series published by that body. In figure 2, the 
call number here has a class stem “EP,” which designates the 
Illinois Environmental Protection Agency. The following “1” 
tells us that the main office is responsible for issuing these 
publications.

The cards in figures 3–4 give examples of Y-class call 
numbers. These are reserved for small boards and commis-
sions, with class Y 3 indicating non-legislative boards and 
commissions and class Y 4 indicating legislative boards and 
commissions. In the examples in figures 3–4, the “Y 3” class 
indicates that the issuing body is a non-legislative commis-
sion. The following “C 93” is a cutter formed from the word 
criminal, and the “/2” is used to distinguish this particular 
board from others whose cutters were similarly formed from 
the word criminal. We therefore know that materials with call 
numbers beginning in “Y 3.C93/2” are produced by the Illi-
nois Criminal Justice Information Authority.

In the Nakata-Strange system, as in SuDocs, there are 
many standardized serial numbers that remain consistent 
across agencies. These can be seen in figures 2–4. Serial num-
bers from 1 to 8 are reserved and remain the same across all 

Figure 1. Agency structure card for the Commerce and Com-
munity Affairs Department

https://neiuinfo.org
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agencies. For example, serial number 1 is reserved for annual 
reports and serial number 8 is reserved for handbooks, manu-
als, and guides. Serial number 2 is reserved for miscellaneous 
publications (usually monographs) that do not belong to a 

category covered by the standardized serial numbers or to 
any other series. Serials numbers from 9 onward are assigned 
to individual series or serials publications. In figure 3 we see 
that serial number 9 has been assigned to issues of the peri-
odical The Compiler.

We explored various options to transfer data from the 
cards to a database. One such option was scanning in the 
cards. However, we lacked a card-specific scanner and would 
have had to use a f latbed scanner. As can be seen in figures 
2–4, much of the information on the cards consists of hand-
written additions made after the cards were typed. The cards 
were also riddled with typos and corrections. This made it 
unlikely that optical character recognition would be effec-
tive. Even if scanning were feasible, there was no clear way to 
extract the information from the cards in a way that would 
allow us to turn this information into something structured 
and useful. To create a functional database, we would need 
to separate out call number stems, agencies, serial numbers, 
and titles, but this would have required human labor to parse 
this data. Scanning the cards would have produced little more 
than a digital surrogate of the original system, and we would 
have gained little additional benefit.

We also considered manually entering data from the 
cards. We began by entering data from the pink cards, which 
contain information about the structures of agencies. There 
were relatively few cards of this sort, so this was completed 
quickly. There were, however, many more green cards, as 
these listed every serial publication produced by all the agen-
cies of the State of Illinois. Lacking the resources to manually 
enter this data, we need to explore other options.

Having ruled out both scanning and manually entering 
each card, we realized that we could use our library manage-
ment system (LMS) to extract the relevant information from 
our catalog. This had two benefits: first, we would save time 
compared to either scanning or manual entry of data. Second, 
this method would ensure that our documentation would 
match our catalog, as opposed to worrying about whether 
we would need to retroactively reclassify materials that did 
not match the documentation. To extract this data, we ran a 
query in Alma, our LMS, to pull a list of all titles in our State 
Documents collection. We were able to obtain this list by 
querying all holdings located in our Government Documents 
collection, then narrowing this list down by looking only for 
call numbers classed with “other schemes” (as indicated by 
the MARC 852 first indicator “8”). We also wanted to popu-
late our database with other useful information such as title, 
control number, and OCLC number, so this was added to our 
query. The results of this query are show in figure 5 below.

To make this data more usable, we edited the results of 
our query in Microsoft Excel. This involved stripping out 
some local prefixes and breaking apart the call numbers into 
structurally relevant pieces: agency (or class stem), subagen-
cy, serial designation, and item number, as shown in figure 6.

Figure 2. Title listing card for the Environmental Protection 
Agency’s main office

Figure 3. Title listing card for the Criminal Justice Information 
Authority (card 1)

Figure 4. Title listing card for the Criminal Justice Information 
Authority (card 2)
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This was achieved by locating various elements in the 
call number string such as the first digit, period, or colon. 
Breaking up the call numbers ensured that our database 
could be correctly sorted. Because the Nakata-Strange Clas-
sification System is similar to SuDocs we employed literature 
on sorting SuDocs to inform this process.22 The resulting 
data was then uploaded into our database.

Our database was structured to be as f lexible as possible, 
yet required only three tables, as shown in the data model 
in figure 7. The “depts” table contains information about 
departments—their stem classes, names, and fields for poten-
tial future use, such as relator terms to indicate name changes 
or mergers of departments. The “subag” table is related to the 
“depts” table and contains information about subagencies. 
This table can also accommodate future information about 
name changes or mergers. The “il_titles” table contains 
information about all the titles in our Illinois Documents 
collection. Because we broke apart our call numbers before 
entering them into the database, we can relate this table to 
the other two by matching the class stem to the “depts” and 
the subagency number to the “subag” table. All tables have 
fields for notes.

Once our database was set up and the bulk of the data 
from our LMS was entered, we compared the list of agen-
cies, subagencies, and serials with the documentation on our 
cards. This ensured that any uncataloged or withdrawn mate-
rial would still be represented in our documentation. Titles 
and series entered from the cards were marked as such in the 
database to ensure that staff and patrons understood that 
these materials might not be held by the library. Although 

comparing the cards to the database required some manual 
data entry, it was significantly less time consuming than 
entering all of the cards.

Having created our database, we now needed to make a 
functional platform that could be consulted when creating 
new call numbers or searching for titles. We added a directory 
to the web server that hosts our database (https://neiuinfo 
.org/ilgov/) and created a website to display all this informa-
tion within that directory. We designed this website around 
four goals:

1. To enable staff to create call numbers for newly received 
materials

2. To allow for browsing of publications by agency
3. To view the organizational structure of agencies
4. To provide information about the Nakata-Strange Clas-

sification System as an artifact of library history

To achieve this, we divided the website into three main 
sections. The “History” section provides a brief overview of 
government documents classification systems with specific 
attention to the system devised by Nakata and Strange. The 
“Structure” section provides information about the elements 
that compose a  properly formed call number. And the “Depart-
ments & Agencies” section allows users to see a list of top-level 
agencies, then click through to see subagencies and all print 
publications of that agency. Using PHP to query the database 
every time it is visited ensures that the viewer receives the most 
current information, rather than a snapshot from a given time. 
It also means that given a variable (such as an agency name), 

Figure 5. Results of a query in Alma for materials in the State Documents collection

https://neiuinfo.org/ilgov/
https://neiuinfo.org/ilgov/
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only the information relevant to 
that variable is displayed.

Thanks to the lessons learned 
from similarly derived classifica-
tion systems, we knew that we 
did not need to start from scratch 
when crafting the text describing 
the Nakata-Strange Classifica-
tion System. In the “History” sec-
tion, for example, we provided a 
very brief overview, then supplied 
links to FDLP histories, to Nakata 
and Strange’s original text, and to 
similar classification systems used 
in other states (such as Arizona’s 
AzDocs, Wyoming’s WyDocs, and 
California’s CalDocs systems) to 
provide a reference for compari-
son. We likewise adapted much 
of the wording in the structure 
section from Nakata and Strange. 
Rather than go into detail regard-
ing the formation of Cutters, we 
deferred to a third-party website 
that constructs Cutter-Sanborn 
numbers for the user.23 Strategic links to outside sources 
significantly reduced the amount of documentation that we 
needed to produce, saving both time and effort while taking 
advantage of the benefits of web-based documentation.24

We included two other sections that are not necessarily 
helpful in creating new call numbers, but which provide con-
text for other researchers who may find themselves in a simi-
lar situation to ours. The first is an “About” section, which 

Figure 6. Illustration of the procedure for breaking call numbers into their constituent elements

Figure 7. Data model for the database containing information about the Nakata-Strange 
Classification System



 January 2023 Documenting Classification Systems  23

provides a brief outline of our goals and how we created the 
website. The second is a “Reports and Documents” section. 
This contains a dump of the raw data as well as download-
able PDF copies of the information in the database. Although 
the PDF data is not as easy to use as the web-based data, it 
allows users to have off line access to the data and encourages 
preservation of this data by making it available in an easily 
shared format. 

A final feature implemented on the website is a search 
function, which, like other features of the website, uses 
PHP to connect to the database. This function has options 
for searching both agencies and titles. The agency search 
enables users to search for agencies, departments, and other 
governmental entities, many of which have similar or variable 
names. Subagencies often move between departments during 
periods of governmental restructuring, so this feature is an 
important tool for creating properly formed call numbers. 
The title search allows users to search monographic, serial, 
and series titles, preventing the creation of duplicate records 
and ensuring that titles within the same series are classed 
together.

Upon completion of the website, we gave library staff a 
brief introduction and tutorial so they could assist patrons 
with relevant research questions. A link was added to the 
NEIU Libraries’ Government Information LibGuide to pro-
vide easy access to patrons.

Presently, new titles and agencies need to be manually 
entered into the SQL database. Future work on the website 
may include a data-entry feature to ensure that staff who are 
less familiar with SQL will be able to contribute.

Findings

In creating documentation for our implementation of the 
Nakata-Strange Classification System, we encountered sev-
eral unexpected benefits. Had we anticipated these benefits, 
we could have incorporated them into our planning stages. 
Fortunately, our database-based system of documentation 
was f lexible enough to incorporate these benefits as we 
encountered them.

One benefit was the creation of a relatively complete 
listing of the print publications of the State of Illinois from 
1968—the point at which Northeastern Illinois University 
became a print repository for the state of Illinois—onward. 
Although there are eighteen other libraries that collect Illi-
nois’ publications, there is, as far as we know, no compre-
hensive listing of all state publications. The Illinois State 
Library’s Publications of the State of Illinois is the closest we 
have to this sort of list,25 but it is issued between one and 
three times per year and there is no way to concatenate 
these lists into a single document. While assembling our 
documentation, we discovered a number of titles that were 

never included in Publications of the State of Illinois. Because 
the Nakata-Strange System is based on SuDocs, it employs 
series designations. This means that our documentation lists 
monographic series, something that the  Publications of the 
State of Illinois lacks. As our documentation not only included 
data from our ILS, but also additional data from the printed 
cards, we have records for many items which were ephemeral, 
uncataloged, or have since been withdrawn.

Another benefit is the creation of an outline struc-
ture of Illinois government from 1968 onward. Because the 
Nakata-Strange Classification System is provenance-based, 
each agency and sub-agency are assigned unique identifiers. 
By examining the years in which these agencies published, 
we can surmise that they were in existence during at least 
those years. The typed cards that were the basis for our 
database included some information about the creation and 
dissolution dates of some agencies. This information was 
included when available for potential future use. For example, 
the Department of Conservation (class “Co”) became the 
Department of Natural Resources (class “DNR”) in July 
1995, and this was noted in our database. The information in 
our database could be combined with information from other 
sources to expand upon the basic structure we already have. 
The Illinois Blue Book,26 for example, summarizes the state 
of government for each year, often noting changes to agen-
cies and sub-agencies. Authority records, agency histories, 
and legislative and executive records could also contribute 
valuable information toward this end. Our website does not 
currently display information about agency creation, dissolu-
tion, or reorganization, but could be added later thanks to the 
built-in f lexibility of our documentation.

A final benefit is providing staff with a broad overview 
of our state documents collection. Because we included not 
only cataloged materials, but titles from printed cards, we 
now have a sense of which portions of the collection need 
retrospective cataloging. Titles without catalog links are 
presumably uncataloged or missing. This information, com-
bined with usage information, allows us to prioritize the areas 
of the collection that require further work and discover which 
areas our patrons value the most.

Conclusions

Planning for documentation is as important as creating docu-
mentation. This planning stage should determine the ratio-
nale for creating documentation and establish the intended 
audience. The intended audience, in turn, inf luences the level 
of detail required. An experienced audience—such as library 
personnel—will likely need less detailed documentation 
than patrons, for example. This will also assist in determining 
the platform that will host the documentation and whether it 
is public or private.
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Researching similar types of documentation should 
also be a part of the planning process. It is very unlikely that 
any classification system (or, indeed, any other system) is 
wholly unique. Therefore, any documentation process should 
attempt to incorporate information from similar processes 
via copying or linking. There is rarely any need to reinvent 
the wheel. In our documentation of the Nakata-Strange Clas-
sification System we included links to Nakata and Strange’s 
original documentation and to an outside Cutter table. We 
likewise drew inspiration from the FDLP’s documentation 
of SuDocs. Doing so saved a considerable amount of time, 
and by relying on tested documentation we were able to be 
confident that our documentation would be equally useful.

We were able to save time by extracting as much data as 
possible from our library management system. The alterna-
tive, which was entering data from the preexisting notecards, 
was not a reasonable one. This also ensured that our docu-
mentation matched our catalog and, presumably, the mate-
rial on the shelves. Unless practices and standards need to be 
updated, documentation should ref lect the current situation, 
rather than an ideal one.

When creating documentation, the platform or technol-
ogies used to create this documentation should have a consid-
erable amount of f lexibility built in. This will ensure policies 
and procedures that were not discovered during the planning 
process can be accommodated. Likewise, benefits discovered 
during the creation of the documentation can be leveraged. 
In creating our documentation, we had not planned for the 
possibility that our documentation could be used to research 
the history of Illinois government. Because we used a well-
designed SQL database, we were easily able to add new data 
columns that allowed us to link together various state agen-
cies, creating a new way to look at Illinois’ history.

This same f lexibility can improve both access and lon-
gevity. As different users have different needs, the f lexibility 
of our system allows users to look at the call number system 
from either an aggregate perspective or a very granular one. 
For example, a library user may only wish to see a list of 
classes and some information on interpreting call numbers, 
while staff may wish to examine lists of titles and series to 
determine how to classify new materials. The inherent f lex-
ibility of our system allows for that. Another way we built in 
f lexibility was by providing regular dumps of our data in both 
PHP and PDF format.27 Providing access to static documents 
that can be downloaded improves access to users working 
off line or who may prefer a print format. These documents 
are also simpler to archive and preserve, and having “multiple 
copies of files across different storage media and architec-
tures, combined with geographic distribution, provides the 
greatest risk mitigation.”28 The nature of our call number 
system (or, indeed, any call number system) and the fact that 
many Illinois agencies are producing only digital documents 
means that our documentation is unlikely to substantially 

change. This means that even an outdated PDF version of our 
documentation will likely remain useful, even if interactive 
data on the website is somehow deleted.

Documenting a call number system is not substantially 
different from documenting any other policy or procedure. 
Proper planning, research of similar documentation, and 
building f lexibility and longevity into the documentation 
process can ensure that documentation is accessible and that 
the documentation process is not too arduous.
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Notes on Operations

Descriptive Cataloging of Rare Materials (RDA Edition) (DCRMR) is a rare materi-
als cataloging standard aligned with the official RDA Toolkit. DCRMR is informed by 
core principles of community and sustainability while employing open-source publication 
models and infrastructure. The RBMS RDA Editorial Group, composed of rare materi-
als catalogers actively working in the field, is responsible for developing and maintaining 
DCRMR. This article discusses predecessor rare materials cataloging standards that led 
to the development of DCRMR, the principles and constraints that shaped DCRMR from 
its initial inception to eventual release, the method and technical tools used to achieve the 
RBMS RDA Editorial Group’s outcomes, and future directions for development.

Descriptive Cataloging of Rare Materials (RDA Edition) (DCRMR) is a rare 
materials cataloging standard that aligns with Resource Description and 

Access (RDA).1 The initial DCRMR release in February 2022 rewrote and restruc-
tured Descriptive Cataloging of Rare Materials (Books) (DCRM(B)) instructions.2 
DCRMR, unlike DCRM(B), is an integrating resource, published as a website, 
with updates framed as releases instead of revisions. While the first iteration of 
DCRMR contains instructions for cataloging rare books only, future releases will 
incorporate instructions for other formats.

DCRMR centers community. It was created, and is maintained, by the rare 
materials cataloging community for the rare materials cataloging community. Vol-
unteers from an array of institutions in multiple countries have contributed labor 
and knowledge to the standard and its growth, both by serving on the RBMS RDA 
Editorial Group and its predecessor groups and by providing feedback at different 
junctures in the editorial process. DCRMR is officially published by the Biblio-
graphic Standards Committee (BSC) of the Rare Books and Manuscripts Section 
(RBMS) of the Association of College and Research Libraries (ACRL), a division 
of the American Library Association (ALA). However, it was created by the inter-
national rare materials cataloging community.

DCRMR also centers sustainability. The BSC decided to create a stand-alone, 
integrating manual for RDA-aligned rare materials cataloging during the 2019 
ALA Annual Conference. The RBMS RDA Editorial Group chose to create it as 
a website using a GitHub repository at the 2020 ALA Midwinter Meeting. Less 
than two months later, the COVID-19 pandemic caused massive personal and 
professional disruption. As our institutions closed, many of us were forced into ad 
hoc work-from-home situations where home and the office collided and, at times, 
conf licted. Then, in May 2020, the murder of George Floyd sparked a global move-
ment toward justice-oriented community building, which became part of the warp 
and weft of creating DCRMR, as much of the technical infrastructure of DCRMR 
was built by an Editorial Group member who resides in the Powderhorn Park 
neighborhood of Minneapolis. Over the past two years, it has become clear that to 
be sustainable, DCRMR must rely on communal efforts, not individuals, to allow 
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for people to step back, step down, and maintain their own 
well-being. Toward that end, succession planning, open shar-
ing of knowledge, and extensive documentation have been 
integrated into DCRMR’s workf lows and planning.

DCRMR centers open-source infrastructure. Built on 
a zero-dollar budget, it is available openly and freely on the 
web, aligning our cataloging standards with our professional 
values of transparency, accessibility, and equity. The Edito-
rial Group utilized freely-available, well-established technical 
tools and software like Python, Ruby, GitHub, and Note-
pad++ to create DCRMR, and the text is published under 
a Creative Commons license that allows others to adapt the 
text to their own needs or use the code base to develop their 
own infrastructure. Choosing an open-source model allows 
people to use and build on the work of the Editorial Group, 
just as the Editorial Group has used and built on the work of 
others.

DCRMR is one contribution in the overarching history 
of rare materials cataloging standards development.

Background and Literature Review
Rare Materials Cataloging Standards

Rare materials have distinct cataloging needs, including 
describing individual issues and states and distinguishing 
individual copies of a manifestation. In an article on the 
development of rare book cataloging practices, Beth M. 
Russell highlights the “constant tension between descrip-
tive bibliography and library cataloging.”3 Russell notes the 
fundamental differences between “mainstream” cataloging 
and rare materials cataloging, chief ly the artifactual nature 
of rare materials due to their method of construction.4 She 
highlights the philosophical differences between various cat-
aloging codes of the past while emphasizing the importance 
of transcription, transposition, format and collation, and the 
robust nature of rare materials notes, access points, and copy-
specific information.5 Similarly, Juliet McLaren and Jane 
Gillis compile a history and development of rare serials cata-
loging rules, emphasizing that rare serials “cannot be identi-
fied without careful transcription of their sometimes unique 
extended titles, their imprints (where present), and detailed 
notes.”6 Their analysis of the descriptive needs for rare serials 
walks through each area of description from International 
Standard Bibliographic Description (ISBD), detailing why 
previous rules were inadequate for identification and ending 
with a discussion of cataloging early reprints, republications, 
and access points.7

Throughout the history of rare materials cataloging, 
catalogers have sought to reconcile these needs with the 
strictures of cataloging codes. Russell’s article discusses the 
reconciliation process between bibliography and G. Thomas 

Tanselle’s argument for “mutual understanding between 
bibliographers and catalogers” in the 1970s and the nature 
of recording physical facts.8 Russell then describes the evolu-
tion of rare materials cataloging through various past codes.9 
Mary Burns continues this discussion, detailing the evolu-
tion of rare materials cataloging standards by summarizing 
the development history of Bibliographic Description of Rare 
Books (BDRB), Descriptive Cataloging of Rare Books (DCRB), 
and the various task forces leading to the development of the 
RBMS Policy Statements (RBMS PS), previously slated for 
incorporation into the RDA Toolkit.10 Burns, in her two-part 
article “RDA and Rare Books Cataloging,” compares the 
cataloging outputs of three bibliographic records created 
for the same book following the stipulations of DCRM(B), 
the BIBCO Standard Record (BSR) RDA Metadata Applica-
tion Profile with rare materials provisions, and the original 
RDA Toolkit (2013) with its exceptions for early printed 
resources.11 Burns notes that, even with the provisions and 
expectations, “there are description and transcription issues 
that rare materials catalogers need to address that RDA, a 
general cataloging standard, does not,” suggesting that the 
discrepancy between rare materials standards and general 
standards remains.12 

In 2007, the BSC published DCRM(B) in collaboration 
with the Library of Congress.13 DCRM(B) was the first in 
the suite of Descriptive Cataloging of Rare Materials (DCRM) 
manuals. Meanwhile, the RDA Steering Committee (RSC) 
(formerly the Joint Steering Committee for Development of 
RDA) began developing RDA to replace the second edition 
of AACR2 as part of its strategic plan (2005–2009).14 The 
editors of DCRM(B) considered postponing work on the 
manual until the publication of RDA but elected to proceed, 
“given the progress already made on DCRM(B) and the 
considerable investment to date of time, labor, and money.”15 
Subsequently, the BSC published five DCRM manuals cov-
ering additional formats: serials (2008), graphics (2013), 
cartographic (2016), manuscripts (2016), and music (2016).

After the publication of RDA in 2010, rare materials 
catalogers quickly began to consider the future of DCRM in 
relation to RDA.16 Dr. Robert Maxwell and John Attig inves-
tigated issues surrounding the future development of DCRM 
following the adoption of RDA, including the relationship 
between the standards, terminology used within the DCRM 
text, the organization (i.e., structure and arrangement) of 
the standard, descriptive aspects not traditionally covered 
by DCRM, DCRM’s relationship to International Standard 
Bibliographic Description for Older Monographic Publications 
(Antiquarian) (ISBD(A)), and broader policy related to the 
application of DCRM(B).17 Their discussion paper also out-
lined differences between Anglo-American Cataloguing Rules, 
2nd ed. (AACR2) and the original RDA Toolkit that are 
relevant to the revisions of DCRM, including differences 
in terminology, sources of information and use of brackets, 
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transcription practices, use of abbreviations, categorization 
of resources using RDA elements (e.g., media type, carrier 
type, etc.), recording terms from controlled vocabularies, 
and the formulation of access points for manifestations and 
items.18 In the years between Maxwell and Attig’s discussion 
paper and the initial development of DCRMR, this report 
has served as a touchstone for the intervening task forces and 
editorial groups.

Todd Fell and Francis Lapka posed the possibility of an 
international standard for rare materials cataloging.19 They 
outlined several requirements for this standard: an extension 
of a standard for general cataloging that acknowledges the 
needs of the specialist community, an international govern-
ing body with translations for use in diverse communities, 
embraces the prevailing international models for biblio-
graphic description, is open and reusable, acknowledges the 
centrality of transcription in rare materials cataloging, inte-
grates with the current data landscape, and is responsive to 
user needs.20 Although this article did not address whether 
there should be a common standard for rare materials cata-
loging, it did offer one possible path forward for this work.21

The BSC formed the DCRM-RDA Task Force (2011–
2012), which recommended revising DCRM(B) to align it 
with RDA.22 In 2012, the BSC formed the DCRM(B) for 
RDA Revision Group to complete this work.23 The Program 
for Cooperative Cataloging (PCC) released the first iteration 
of the BIBCO Standard Record (BSR) on January 1, 2013.24 
The BSR includes DCRM-aligned provisions for cataloging 
rare materials developed in collaboration with the PCC Task 
Force for BSR for Rare Materials Based on RDA.25 On April 
22, 2013, the BSC issued a statement on the relationship 
between DCRM and RDA, stating that the BSC is “neutral 
. . . neither encouraging nor discouraging agencies regarding 
implementation of RDA-acceptable DCRM records.”26 The 
statement provided interim guidance to catalogers using 
DCRM until an RDA-aligned version of DCRM could 
be published. For most rare materials formats, catalogers 
could choose either to follow the appropriate AACR2-based 
DCRM manual for description in conjunction with RDA for 
constructing access points or to create RDA records using 
the rare materials provisions in the BIBCO Standard Record.

At the 2013 ALA Annual Conference, the BSC expanded 
the charge of the DCRM(B) for RDA Revision Group to 
create RDA-aligned guidelines for all formats in the DCRM 
suite and renamed the group the DCRM for RDA Revision 
Group.27 At the next ALA Annual Conference, in 2014, the 
Revision Group recommended authoring a set of policy 
statements for rare materials to accompany RDA instead of 
rewriting the DCRM suite. In response, the ACRL/RBMS 
Descriptive Cataloging of Rare Materials Task Force (2014–
2017), an independent RBMS task force under the aegis 
of the BSC, was established to complete this project.28 In 
2016, the task force formally named its guidelines the RBMS 

Policy Statements (RBMS PS) in alignment with the naming 
conventions of other RDA policy statements.29 In 2017, the 
Descriptive Cataloging of Rare Materials Task Force submit-
ted an initial draft of the RBMS PS and disbanded.30 The 
BSC absorbed the editorial work on the policy statements, 
but much of the work was put on hold while the RSC revised 
the RDA Toolkit in response to the RDA Restructure and 
Redesign (3R) Project.31

Uses, Benefits, and Workflows of Git 
and GitHub in Library Science

Even a cursory glance into library science literature will illu-
minate the many and varied uses, benefits, and workf lows 
of GitHub. Robin Camille Davis lists examples of the use of 
GitHub in a library context, including developing and shar-
ing code or datasets, digital archives, or writing entire books, 
highlighting that “GitHub has become a site for academic 
transparency” and calling Git a “librarian’s dream tool.”32

In addition to transparency, Davis discusses the fol-
lowing benefits of GitHub: version control, ease in creating 
documentation, and social networking.33 Prayudi Utomo 
and Falahah describe the benefits of developing a serverless 
website hosted using GitHub Pages, including increased 
productivity, ease of website management and configura-
tion, and reduced effort for code review while implementing 
new services.34 In this instance, the authors chose GitHub 
Pages as their Content Delivery Network (CDN) because of 
its version tracking, robust collaboration support, and free 
static website hosting.35 Yasset Perez-Riverol et al. remark 
that GitHub eases “sharing programming tasks between dif-
ferent remote contributors,” while the version control system 
provides transparency in the development process and the 
inbuilt social features support “peer review, commenting, and 
discussion.”36 

Keith Engwall and Mitchell Roe outline a typical Git 
workf low describing a main branch and the creation and 
merging of development branches onto the main branch.37 
Their six-step workf low used in a web development model 
includes creating a discussion issue for a proposed change, 
creating a development branch for the proposed change, edit-
ing code and testing the development branch until the change 
is complete, undergoing a development code review process, 
merging the development branch into the main branch, and 
pushing the changes to a production web server.38 Because of 
the numerous benefits of GitHub for collaborative workf lows 
and projects, it is central to the development of DCRMR.

The Move toward DCRMR

In August 2018, the BSC formed a subgroup to finalize the 
draft of the RBMS PS for publication in the RDA Toolkit.39 
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In April 2019, the RSC completed the 3R Project and released 
a stable English-language version of the Toolkit. However, 
the substantial changes to the Toolkit meant that the RBMS 
PS could not be used in their current form. 

Following discussions at the 2019 ALA Annual Confer-
ence, during which the rare materials cataloging community 
expressed a desire for a stand-alone manual, the RBMS Policy 
Statements Editorial Group decided to rewrite the DCRM 
suite as a single RDA-aligned integrating resource and write 
lightweight policy statements to link from the RDA Toolkit 
to the revised DCRM.40 To ref lect this change in scope, the 
group was renamed the RBMS RDA Editorial Group. In Feb-
ruary 2020, the new manual was officially named Descriptive 
Cataloging of Rare Materials (RDA Edition) (DCRMR).41 

The RBMS RDA Editorial Group consists of 10–14 
members. One or two members serve as chief editors and are 
responsible for Editorial Group planning, finalizing editorial 
decisions, maintaining high-level consistency across the text, 
and liaising with external groups as appropriate. In addition, 
at least two members serve as keepers of the text (also called 
keepers), who are responsible for developing and maintain-
ing the GitHub deployment and maintaining the canonical 
version of the text. All group members play an editorial role 
by participating in the drafting and revision of text and in the 
collaborative decision-making process.

Principles and Constraints

DCRMR was conceived and built to meet the need of the rare 
materials cataloging community for a stand-alone manual, 
using language that will be familiar to catalogers and clear 
cataloging instructions with citation numbers to assist in 
citing a particular instruction. To support practical applica-
tions of the DCRMR instructions, all examples represent 
real-world objects and descriptions to better ref lect catalog-
ing in practice. 

While earlier DCRM manuals were published as mono-
graphs, DCRMR is an integrating resource, which allows 
the text to be responsive to changes in RDA. In addition, the 
manual is published online as an open-access resource, ensur-
ing broad availability. DCRMR is available to all interested 
users for free, both via the internet and via a downloadable 
PDF, allowing users to print the document if they wish. 
DCRMR is licensed with a Creative Commons Attribution 
NonCommercial ShareAlike (CC BY-NC-SA) license, allow-
ing others to adapt the text to their local needs.42

The Editorial Group has sought to maintain transpar-
ency throughout the process. Because the text is hosted on 
GitHub, users are able to submit issues (a discussion thread 
on problems encountered or future developments) and read 
discussions of those issues. GitHub is a version control sys-
tem, allowing users to see how the text has changed over 

time. Finally, the Editorial Group retains earlier versions of 
the downloadable PDF for any users wishing to consult ear-
lier versions of the text.

Material constraints have impacted publication. 
DCRMR is created and maintained by a volunteer com-
mittee. Editorial Group members receive no compensation 
and need to schedule around other personal and profes-
sional commitments. The Editorial Group prepared the first 
iteration of DCRMR between January 2020 and July 2021. 
During this time, many Editorial Group members worked 
remotely or on hybrid schedules, allowing for extra writing 
time. At the same time, the global events that occurred dur-
ing 2020 and 2021 took a significant toll on group members. 
For past DCRM manuals, the Editorial Group met in per-
son to discuss editorial decisions. The pandemic forced the 
RBMS RDA Editorial Group to collaborate virtually. The 
group met in person for the last time during the 2020 ALA 
Midwinter Meeting, about seven weeks before lockdowns 
began in the United States. Although the group met consis-
tently throughout the pandemic, they never expected that 
work would be exclusively virtual. The inability to meet in 
person, combined with the significant stress posed by the 
events of 2020 and 2021, delayed the initial publication by a 
year from the original timeline.

In addition, the Editorial Group created DCRMR 
without any financial support. They rely instead on freely-
available tools with no paid developer support. At times, this 
leads to problems, such as advertisements appearing as part 
of the Google Programmable Search Engine or minor techni-
cal difficulties.43 

Method

The RBMS RDA Editorial Group needed to create and sus-
tain an iterative, integrating resource that would incorporate 
additional DCRM manuals in the future, be responsive 
to changes in RDA (itself an integrating resource), and be 
maintained and updated by a succession of future group 
members. To do so, the group developed a cyclical workf low 
that oscillates between Google Docs and GitHub and that 
is buttressed by extensive documentation and facilitated by 
both Python scripts and human labor.

The Initial Text

In fall 2019, the Editorial Group began writing what would 
become DCRMR. To begin, they atomized the DCRM(B) 
text into multiple Google documents, one RDA element per 
document. The Editorial Group omitted examples, textual 
numbering, and text about prescribed punctuation at this 
time because they intended to holistically review and stan-
dardize their approach to these topics. The group edited the 
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text to bring it into alignment with RDA terminology and 
incorporate decisions made in the now-superseded RBMS 
PS. They raised smaller issues using the Google Docs com-
ment feature and discussed larger questions through the 
Editorial Group listserv and during virtual meetings.

During this revision stage, the Editorial Group also 
made decisions on the structure of the text, which they later 
built into the website’s architecture. To respond to the com-
munity’s desire for a manual in workf low order, they decided 
to retain a chapter structure rooted in ISBD. Significant 
changes to the order of the text from DCRM(B) include the 
following:

• Restructured elements related to statements of responsi-
bility as an independent chapter. In DCRM(B), instruc-
tions related to title and statement of responsibility are 
both in chapter 1, “Title and statement of responsibility 
area”; in DCRMR, instructions for statement of respon-
sibility are in chapter 2, “Statement of responsibility.”

• Incorporated notes into the relevant chapters. For exam-
ple, in DCRM(B) all instructions for notes are found 
in chapter 7, “Note Area” (7B3–7B5); in DCRMR, 
instructions for the element Note on title are found in 
chapter 1, “Title” (1.29). DCRM(B)’s chapter 7, “Note 
Area,” became DCRMR’s chapter 9, “Additional notes.”

• Added placeholder chapters to hold space for the inte-
gration of additional DCRM manuals in the future. 
Specifically, DCRMR includes chapter 4, “Mathemati-
cal details,” for cartographic description and chapter 7, 
“Numbering of serials,” for serials description.

Once the Editorial Group determined the order of the 
text, they crafted a citation scheme. Since DCRMR is an 
integrating resource which will both incorporate additional 
instructions and respond to changes in RDA, they decided 
to use a four-part decimal-based citation scheme to allow for 
greater f lexibility and extensibility. The citation scheme is 
a mix of numbering that carries meaning (for example, the 
numbers in chapter 3, “Edition,” start with “3”) and num-
bering that is arbitrary (for example, most element numbers 
started with “.2” to allow space to insert elements earlier in 
the chapter).44

Migration into GitHub

With the order of the text in place, the keepers could build 
the initial website architecture, and the Editorial Group 
could start migrating the text from Google Docs into the 
GitHub repository. During summer 2020, keepers conducted 
training sessions for interested Editorial Group members, 
demonstrating how to format the text using Markdown, a 
lightweight markup language, and save the resulting Mark-
down files to the GitHub repository. Throughout the summer 

and into early fall, the keepers and group members migrated 
the text as it was completed and reviewed. Each of the atom-
ized Google Documents, one RDA element per document, 
became the basis for the Markdown files. From this point, 
completed drafts of the Markdown files containing instruc-
tion text lived in the GitHub repository and could be viewed 
as a whole and in context on the website. Working copies were 
kept in Google Docs, where editing, revision, and review 
occurred. 

Reviewing the newly migrated text also allowed the chief 
editors and keepers to see variations in writing style, tex-
tual formatting, and input conventions. To ensure uniformity 
across the text, the keepers developed a detailed style sheet 
that included instructions on how to mark up and input text.45 
Some guidelines are quite granular. (For example, “Alterna-
tive rules are introduced by ‘Alternative rule,’ formatted in 
bold and followed by a period. The period is not in bold.”)46 
Others provided broader, more f lexible instructions. (For 
example, “Alphabetized lists preferred. However, numbered 
lists are sometimes appropriate to the text or necessitated by 
the display.”)47 Chief editors and keepers discussed decisions 
about style. The chief editors brought some questions, like 
link formatting, to the whole Editorial Group for discussion. 
To minimize future variations in the style and formatting of 
the text, the Editorial Group centralized the editing of Mark-
down files in GitHub as part of the keeper role.

Developing Cyclical Workflows

Once the keepers migrated the text to GitHub, the Mark-
down files served as the canonical copy of DCRMR, and the 
Editorial Group members could read and review it holisti-
cally. The keepers export the entire text from GitHub Mark-
down files into Microsoft Word documents using a Python 
script that they developed for this purpose. This is usually 
done on a chapter level, although more targeted text selec-
tions are sometimes desired. The Word documents are then 
uploaded to Google Drive and converted to Google docu-
ments. Editorial Group members can then perform detailed, 
line-level textual markup on these working files and conduct 
associated paratextual conversations using familiar tools. 
Group members read, analyze, and suggest revisions to the 
text using the “Suggest” mode. The chief editors then review 
all suggested changes, rejecting undesired changes and leav-
ing approved changes as suggestions. 

This process allows the chief editors to maintain a high-
level view across the text and ensure consistent decisions 
throughout. The keepers then implement the changes in the 
Markdown files in GitHub and correspond with the chief  
editors for clarification as necessary. For complicated edits 
(for example, reordering text, which affects both the text 
undergoing edits and any link to or citation of that text), the 
chief editors and keepers may utilize tracking spreadsheets 
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and other supplemental, ad-hoc documentation to complete 
all needed changes.

Once the text is ready for feedback by a community 
constituency, such as the RBMS BSC or the international 
rare materials cataloging community, the text is frozen. 
The reviewing community is directed to the website for the 
development fork, which is generated from the revised text 
in the GitHub repository, where they may read and navigate 
DCRMR as a hypertext document. This GitHub fork is an 
exact copy of the DCRMR repository; however, the fork’s 
environment, which determines the content of its website, 
is set to the development branch of the repository, allowing 
the changes to the Markdown files to be reviewed in context 
while leaving the production website, which displays the 
canonical version of the text, unaltered during the review 
period. The Editorial Group uses Google Forms to collect 
feedback. During the review period, links to the forms are 
added to the DCRMR website, often on the chapter level. 
This has the advantage of gathering all feedback in a central 
location.

Following the review period, the chief editors review 
all feedback. The keepers make small bug fixes and correct 
minor issues, such as typos and broken links. More substan-
tive issues may be addressed by the chief editors or through 
Editorial Group discussion and then incorporated into the 
text; some issues are f lagged for future discussion. Once the 
Editorial Group completes post-review edits, the editorial 
cycle begins again. Figure 1 illustrates the cyclical editorial 
workf low and the tools involved in DCRMR revision.

Technical Tools

The technical tools chosen to build DCRMR are rooted in 
the same open-source and community-forward principles 
and limited by the same budgetary constraints that drove its 
initial creation. Many of the technical tools are available for 
free and support asynchronous web development. They facil-
itate the work of multiple contributors located in different 
geographic areas with varying levels of technical expertise. 
The keepers used the following tools heavily throughout the 
DCRMR development process.

GitHub

GitHub is the largest open-source community in the world; 
it contains millions of projects with a focus on growing skills 
and helping others by building healthy communities of con-
tributors.48 Discussions surrounding GitHub began when 
Liz Adams and Francis Lapka prepared an internal report on 
the various hosting options at the request of the DCRMR 
editors.49 GitHub offered several advantages over other host-
ing options, including version control, issue tracking, public 
access to wiki documentation, pull requests, project planning 

tools for future releases, and a lightweight formatting syntax 
(i.e., Markdown). Finally, GitHub offered a range of scenar-
ios for publication such as publishing as a single Markdown 
file (similar to the implementation of Describing Archives: A 
Content Standard) or as multiple files hosted within a reposi-
tory using github.io or a custom domain.50 Ultimately, the 
RBMS RDA Editorial Group decided to implement GitHub 
with multiple files hosted on a custom domain, publishing 
DCRMR on a subdomain of the RBMS website (https://bsc 
.rbms.info). 

DCRMR’s Repository

The GitHub repository contains the text of DCRMR and the 
codebase that powers the bsc.rbms.info website on GitHub 
Pages. The DCRMR repository also hosts various picture 
files, assets, and scripts used in creating and maintaining the 
website and text. The canonical, current, and approved ver-
sion of the text is contained in the main branch of the reposi-
tory. Revisions to DCRMR text are contained in branches 
and merged upon the chief editors’ approval. Figure 2 illus-
trates GitHub branches as used in DCRMR revisions.

Although much emphasis has been placed on the reason-
ing behind choosing GitHub as a home for the development 
of DCRMR, the keepers rely on many other free and open-
source tools to ease the upkeep and ongoing maintenance 
of the website. Keepers working in a Windows environment 
must download Git for Windows, which is a free and open-
source BASH emulation allowing Windows users to run Git 
from the command line.51 

In the deepest recesses of DCRMR’s heart is Ruby, a free 
and open-source programming language with an emphasis 

Figure 1. The cycle of tools used in DCRMR revision.

https://bsc.rbms.info
https://bsc.rbms.info
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on simplicity, productivity, and elegance.52 Ruby utilizes a 
standard format for distributing programs and libraries in a 
“gem.” Jekyll is a static site generator installed using Ruby. 
The Jekyll gem, along with several other Ruby gems, are 
installed using Git Bash. The Jekyll gem takes the Markdown 
files containing the DCRMR text and converts them into a 
complete, static website. Again, the premise of Jekyll is rooted 
in openness and configuration simplicity with an emphasis 
on content.53 Because DCRMR is a tool created by and for 
catalogers, simplicity, ease of software maintenance, and 
freely available tools are paramount.

DCRMR uses Minimal Mistakes, a f lexible two-column 
Jekyll theme, for creating and customizing the website’s 
presentation. The Minimal Mistakes theme includes all the 
assets, HTML layouts, and cascading style sheets that give 
the website its overall look and feel.54 The keepers carefully 
document customizations to DCRMR’s implementation of 
Minimal Mistakes to ensure that users of the DCRMR 
website will continue to have a similar end-user experi-
ence as future Minimal Mistakes releases are tested and 
implemented.55

In addition to using all the development tools above, the 
keepers use Notepad++, an open-source code/text editor, to 
create and edit the Markdown files in the DCRMR GitHub 
repository.56

Jupyter Notebooks and Python

The keepers developed the Python script, which is used to 
compile the Markdown files into a Word file, in an environ-
ment that upholds the same basic principles and tenets as 
DCRMR itself. Anaconda Navigator is a desktop application 
that manages integrated applications, packages, and envi-
ronments in an open-source, user-friendly, and community-
centered development platform with open documentation, 
describing itself not as a company but rather as a movement.57 
This resonates strongly with the underlying principles of 
DCRMR, which are as much about a movement toward 
aligning our professional values with cataloging rules as they 
are about rare materials cataloging. 

The keepers created the Python script in Anaconda Nav-
igator’s Jupyter Notebooks. The script is iterative in nature 
and evolves over time, enabling the cyclical editorial process 

between GitHub and Google Docs. The 
keepers test the script in a branch of 
the DCRMR GitHub repository and, 
once they have sufficiently tested the 
improvements, it is merged into the main 
repository.58 Recent scripting improve-
ments include preserving formatting and 
DCRMR’s structure when converting 
from Markdown files to Word Docu-
ments utilizing pypandoc, a universal 

document converter, and docxcompose, a Python library for 
concatenating and appending Microsoft Word (.docx) files. 
The editable script allows for the structure of DCRMR text 
to change over time as sections of instructions are drafted 
and new Markdown files are added to the static GitHub Pages 
hosted website. 

Google Docs

Through 2019, the Editorial Group primarily used Google 
Docs as a platform to craft the RBMS PS. As mentioned 
above, Google Docs remains an integral part of the group 
editing and revision process. Google documents are still 
utilized heavily in the DCRMR revision and review cycle, 
but solely as a way for the Editorial Group to collect feedback 
and to further refine the text for the next DCRMR GitHub 
release. 

Succession Planning and Sustainability

The long-term sustainability of DCRMR depends on not 
relying on any single person’s technical skills, availability, 
or institutional memory. It will be a multi-year project to 
incorporate all of the formats in extant DCRM manuals, and 
it will require a range of skills and contributions in catalog-
ing knowledge and format specialties. Likewise, maintaining 
and updating the website for an indefinite period will also 
require the skills of many GitHub contributors. To facilitate 
sustainability, the Editorial Group is taking a multi-pronged 
approach: collaboration in key roles, active succession plan-
ning, and extensive documentation.

Membership in the RBMS RDA Editorial Group will 
shift over time. To facilitate changes in membership, the 
Editorial Group established a model of assigning co-chief 
editors and co-keepers. This distributes responsibility across 
multiple individuals; if one person is busy, the other person 
can usually step in to make sure the project continues to 
move forward and deadlines are met. Deadlines can and have 
been moved, as well.

Additionally, the Editorial Group established shared 
accounts for activities in GitHub so that access is not tied to 
a single individual but rather to member roles. The DCRMR 
repository is owned by the RBMS Bibliographic Standards 

Figure 2. GitHub branches in DCRMR revisions.
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Committee GitHub account, rbms-bsc, which provides 
access to current maintainers and contributors. The Edito-
rial Group’s GitHub account, dcrmr-development, owns the 
forked development repository, and the chief editors use it 
to close issues after the resolution of an editorial discussion. 
Keepers of the text generally complete revisions to DCRMR 
text, website code, and scripts by using personal GitHub 
accounts with commit access to the repository. 

To ensure continuity, the Editorial Group has estab-
lished staggered terms for the chief editors. Terms change 
July 1, following the annual volunteer cycle of ACRL; the 
incoming chief editor is selected by the previous spring. The 
keepers are working to establish a similar staggered succes-
sion model, following a three-year cycle of incoming, estab-
lished, and emerita positions. 

The DCRMR repository contains a wiki with official 
documentation both for internal and external audiences.59 
The Editorial Group uses the wiki to host internal docu-
mentation on DCRMR’s editorial and style guidelines, and 
citation scheme; instructions on website maintenance, run-
ning scripts, and setting up computers to perform DCRMR 
editing via GitHub Desktop and a local environment; and 
templates for new DCRMR text. Other documentation for 
both the Editorial Group and the general public includes 

a DCRMR FAQ page, current and historical RBMS RDA 
Editorial Group membership, reported errata, and resources 
on succession planning and leadership transitions. In align-
ment with DCRMR’s principles on succession planning, 
the wiki documentation on the Python script evolves over 
time as new keepers take on roles within the organization of 
the Editorial Group. As many catalogers are just starting to 
actively build skills in Python and GitHub, the documenta-
tion helps to build confidence in successive keepers, guiding 
them through the steps of downloading Anaconda Naviga-
tor, installing Python packages, placing Markdown files, and 
running the script or creating a Ruby/Jekyll environment on 
their local machines for website development and testing.

Outcomes

The BSC officially published DCRMR on February 2, 2022, 
following a vote from the RBMS Executive Committee. At the 
time of this writing, DCRMR has been used to create or edit 
450 records in OCLC. DCRMR has generated global interest. 
One hundred and fifty participants from eight countries span-
ning three continents attended the public hearing sessions 
on DCRMR in December 2021. As of May 25, 2022, Google 
Analytics shows access from 3,361 users from seventy-four 
countries, representing six continents (see table 1).

In addition, because the manual is published in GitHub, 
other communities can easily adapt DCRMR. By cloning the 
repository, other groups can use DCRMR’s code to build and 
develop new texts. The chief editors and keepers of the text have 
already begun meeting with other cataloging groups to discuss 
possibilities for adapting the repository for their own uses. 

Future Directions and Development

DCRMR is currently a minimum viable product incorporat-
ing instructions for rare book cataloging only. The RBMS 
RDA Editorial Group will complete the glossary for DCRMR 
later this year. In the longer term, the Editorial Group plans to 
incorporate instructions for the remaining five formats cov-
ered in the original DCRM suite, starting with graphics. The 
group expects to complete the graphics instructions in 2023. 
The Editorial Group documents ongoing maintenance and 
future work in the DCRMR GitHub repository.60 These tasks 
include updating the early letterforms and brevigraphs tables 
in DCRMR, incorporating additional examples, and drafting 
sections on pre-cataloging decisions and other topics.

Like RDA, DCRMR is an integrating resource that will 
be updated over time, and editorial work on the standard fol-
lows an iterative process. The RSC generally releases updates 
of the RDA Toolkit four times a year.61 The Editorial Group 
will review the release notes after each update and make any 

Table 1. Number of DCRMR Users from the Top Twenty 
Countries as of May 25, 2022.

Number of users Country

2,256 United States

323 United Kingdom

175 Canada

74 Australia

52 Germany

42 Netherlands

36 Finland

33 Philippines

31 China

26 South Africa

24 Japan

19 Austria

18 France

15 Spain

15 Italy

15 New Zealand

14 India

12 Ireland

10 Hong Kong

10 Sweden



34  Knudson Davis et al. LRTS 67, no. 1  

necessary changes to DCRMR so that it remains aligned with 
RDA. Major changes to RDA that will require revisions to 
DCRMR include revisions to RDA element names or defini-
tions and the deprecation, or phasing out, of elements over 
time. The Editorial Group will also respond to changes in 
best practices for rare materials cataloging. Before any major 
updates to DCRMR, particularly before the integration of 
instructions for additional formats, the Editorial Group will 
solicit and carefully consider community feedback.

Along with future release cycles for revised and new 
sections of DCRMR instructions, the freely hosted infra-
structure will be updated and rigorously tested as developers 
release new versions and patches for the various software 
and tools that power the website, such as Git, GitHub, Ruby, 
Jekyll, and Minimal Mistakes. Future technical develop-
ments also include minting a Digital Object Identifier (DOI) 
for future GitHub releases of the DCRMR text.

By the end of 2023, the Editorial Group expects to com-
plete the first iteration of lightweight policy statements for 
rare materials cataloging. The policy statements will accom-
pany the RDA Toolkit and will link to relevant instructions 
in DCRMR. The first iteration will cover rare books only; 
the Editorial Group will add statements covering additional 
formats to the Toolkit as instructions for the remaining for-
mats are incorporated into DCRMR. In conjunction with 
the policy statements, the Editorial Group will also develop 
a rare materials metadata application profile for use with 
RDA, which will outline elements that are mandatory or 
recommended.

Conclusion

DCRMR is a standard made by the rare materials cataloging 
community for the rare materials cataloging community. The 
RBMS RDA Editorial Group followed the guiding principles 

of accessibility, openness, and sustainability throughout the 
development of the standard. Because DCRMR is hosted and 
built with free, open-source tools, such as GitHub and Jekyll, 
any cataloger may access and use the standard at no subscrip-
tion cost. Under the provisions of DCRMR’s Creative Com-
mons license, catalogers, individual institutions, and other 
organizations can adapt the text to their needs or use the base 
code in GitHub to develop other open cataloging standards. 

The Editorial Group is committed to transparency and 
open collaboration. Anyone interested in the development 
of DCRMR may read and comment on the issue threads in 
DCRMR’s GitHub repository or consult the extensive docu-
mentation posted in the Editorial Group’s wiki. The use of 
open, collaborative, and familiar tools such as Google Docs 
ensures that group members with varying levels of technical 
expertise can participate equally in the editorial process. 

Finally, the Editorial Group selected open tools and 
developed an editorial process with sustainability in mind. 
GitHub and Python, for example, are well established; thriv-
ing communities of users across many domains continue to 
implement these tools in a variety of applications. The use of 
Python scripts, in particular, automates many of the routine 
maintenance tasks for DCRMR, freeing time for editorial 
work and the ongoing development of the website. The Edi-
torial Group’s model of staggered terms for co-chief editors 
and co-keepers, as well as wiki documentation on succession 
planning and onboarding new group members, bolsters the 
long-term sustainability of DCRMR.

The RBMS RDA Editorial Group, a dedicated group of 
volunteers who work in the field, is committed to developing 
and supporting a standard that is broadly useful to the rare 
materials cataloging community. It takes a village to raise 
a cataloging standard, but it takes a community to make it 
thrive. Feedback from and dialogue with peers working in 
rare materials cataloging are essential to the ongoing rel-
evance and utility of DCRMR.
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Virtual Technical Services: A Handbook. By Mary Beth Weber and Melissa De Fino. Lanham, MD: 
Rowman & Littlefield, 2022. 166 p. $45.00 paperback (ISBN 978-1-5381-5263-8); $90.00 hardback 
(ISBN 978-1-5381-5262-1).

If you are looking for a book that practically promotes and 
elegantly advocates for library technical services employees 
undertaking remote or hybrid work into the future, look no 
further. Reading Mary Beth Weber and Melissa De Fino’s 
Virtual Technical Services: A Handbook brings up a lot of 
memories and emotions from working as a technical services 
librarian employed throughout the course of the COVID-19 
pandemic and at the epicenter of the 2020 uprisings. How-
ever, the scope of the book is much broader than that, touch-
ing on past crises (e.g., Hurricane Sandy, 9/11) and preparing 
for future crises. But as the authors stress throughout the 
work, lessons learned during this period have value into 
the future: “We learned that remote work is not necessar-
ily limited to emergencies. Restructuring technical services 
around remote or hybrid schedules has potential benefits for 
the future of our work overall” (2). Supervisors and manag-
ers organizing and assigning this remote work—as well as 
technical services workers looking for ways to advocate for 
themselves, their coworkers, and evolve their workf lows to 
the new mid-pandemic reality—will all benefit from reading 
this book. The authors examine the history of remote and 
hybrid work for technical services workers, up until the pres-
ent day’s new staffing models and outsourcing needs. True 
to its subtitle, this work is intended to be used very much as 
a “how to.” This book is full to the brim with best practices 
and guidance for library managers in creating and following 
through with disaster, emergency, continuity of operations, 
or resumption plans for their technical services departments. 
The generous bibliography is organized by topic and lists 
numerous resources for future readers and department lead-
ers to dig into as far as guidance for disaster planning, self-
care during crisis, and climate change. 

The first chapter highlights creating a departmental 
virtual work plan including setting up communication chan-
nels, meeting staff ’s remote work technology needs, tracking 
equipment lent or borrowed, assigning appropriate projects 
for remote work, and developing a customized risk profile. 

The objectives of this chapter speak very much to the hand-
book’s nature. Outlining, creating, and sharing a plan for 
remote work ideally starts before the remote work takes place.

In the second chapter readers are introduced to best 
practices regarding organizing, undertaking, and tracking 
remote work. Weber and De Fino summarize this experience 
as: “We adapted and thrived. Mistakes were made, but we 
also learned a great deal and found better ways to do things 
that were an improvement over how things had previously 
been done” (43). The authors break down processing physi-
cal materials, collection development and acquisitions work, 
electronic resources workf lows, and database cleanup into 
practical steps that can be undertaken remotely. They also 
give pointers for creating employee schedules, maintaining 
productivity, and emphasizing how remote work can make 
a more sustainable future for technical services as a whole.

The next chapter, “Well-Being,” addresses burnout, the 
self-care needed to treat and prevent burnout, and how our 
understanding of burnout has changed over the last few years. 
Weber and De Fino not only define burnout and give recom-
mendations on avoiding it, they also connect back to the 
numerous literature reviews, original research, and surveys 
done in libraries on this topic with special emphasis on prac-
tical application during unprecedented circumstances for 
technical services workers. As our hemispheres of work- and 
home-life became fused together, it became more important 
than ever to maintain our physical, mental, and emotional 
health.

Most managers will find this next chapter at the very 
heart of the matter as it gives a firm basis for remote and 
hybrid work being incorporated into technical services work 
in a sustainable and thoughtful way. The fourth chapter is on 
the management of remote technical services operations and 
resources for managing remote employees. Topics covered 
include best practices for video conferencing, communicat-
ing and setting performance expectations, check-ins and 
feedback from remote staff, and how to conduct performance 
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appraisals and evaluations virtually. This section ends with 
a robust narrative of returning to work protocols that can be 
tailored for use at the reader’s own library.

As we all know by now, it will never be possible to return 
to the “old normal,” and quite frankly, there are not many 
of us willing or wanting to do so. The authors now ask that 
same question: “what happens next and where do we grow 
from here?” This next chapter looks at resumption of opera-
tions and returning to the workplace holistically with an eye 
towards future extreme weather events or social unrest that 
could cause damage to library buildings or cause technical 
services staff to be displaced for long periods of time.  The 
authors lay out preparations for creating and executing a 
resumption plan with safety precautions, staff safety consid-
erations, respect for employee accommodations in return-
ing to work, calculating departmental occupancy limits, 
and addressing technology support for returning borrowed 
equipment.

In conclusion, the book serves as a strong argument 
and justification for the continuation of remote and hybrid 
technical services work into the future by examining, taking 
apart, and dismantling the fallacy that technical services is 
“stereotypically viewed as an onsite, backroom operation 
located in some dark and dusty corner of the library staffed by 

individuals who have inboxes piled high with print invoices 
and book trucks jammed with books waiting to be cata-
loged” (5). If one day in the very far future—and by some 
miracle—the events of 2020–2022 feel like a dream to us, 
this book will also serve as a heavy reminder of the realities 
and incredible challenges we faced to still get resources into 
our patrons’ hands, describe resources with metadata, and 
preserve our collections during a period when the entire 
world seemed to be falling to pieces around us. But instead, 
the authors end on a hopeful note: that what we learned dur-
ing the 2020–2022 period will serve us well as we adapt to 
future changes in the world, our communities, our libraries, 
the information profession at large, technical services work, 
the adoption of new technologies, and perhaps, how future 
pandemics might be handled or averted. They conclude, “For 
many of us, staying home helped us to see harsh realities that 
had long been ignored” (123). It is this reviewer’s dearest 
hope that we do not forget the lessons of 2020 and continue 
to be our neighbors’ and our coworkers’ keeper. May we 
continue to steward one another’s value and well-being just 
as rigorously as we steward the collections we purchase, 
describe, and conserve for the future.—kalan Knudson Davis 
(kkdavis@umn.edu), University of Minnesota

The Special Collections Handbook, Third Edition. By Alison Cullingford. London: Facet, 2022. 430 p. 
$93.99 paperback (ISBN 978-1-78330-537-7).

Considering how many materials and formats can fall under 
the rubric of “special collections,” it seems like a daunting 
endeavor to compile a single handbook which covers all 
their management and care, but Alison Cullingford has done 
so with great finesse. The book is patently a product of its 
time: in the introduction the author addresses the impact of 
the COVID-19 pandemic and how “the rapid digital pivot 
or shift meant remote access to collections and metadata 
became more important than ever, for staff and users” (xix). 
In addition, the “voices for Black Lives Matter” have made the 
special collections community reexamine practices where 
“Special Collections have been shaped by legacies of empire, 
colonialism and slavery” (xix). Throughout the text the 
impact of this zeitgeist can be seen. 

The author has arranged the book into four parts: “Dis-
covering Collections,” “Collection Management,” “Manag-
ing Public Access,” and “Governance and Resources for 
Special Collections.” Of all the parts, the first part is most 
likely the weakest. It is essentially a lightning-quick intro-
duction to the history of the book and book making and 
then an enumeration of the kind of materials you might also 
find in a special collection (artists’ books, ephemera, audio/
visual/digital media, music, maps, and realia). The reader 
comes away feeling that so little was said about so much. The 

chapters in other parts are much stronger, but the part divi-
sion itself seems a bit arbitrary at times with some overlap of 
the parts (for example, the marketing chapter in part 3 could 
easily have gone into part 4 instead).

Nevertheless, the content of each chapter is quite good 
for the most part with each chapter defining terminology, 
introducing the major topics of the subject, presenting best 
practices, and offering up further readings and useful web-
sites at the end of the chapter. In terms of the quality of the 
content, some chapters are better than others. The chapters 
on emergency planning, user services, and marketing were 
very strong. In fact, chapter 9 (“Marketing and Communica-
tions in Special Collections”) was quite brilliant and offered 
up insights that can only be garnered through years of experi-
ence using social media to effectively promote one’s collec-
tion. The author rightly and eloquently stresses marketing’s 
importance: 

Librarians sometimes worry that marketing will lead 
to an increase in use, which is a concern if services 
struggle with existing demand. However, good qual-
ity communication means better informed Special 
Collections users who need less individual attention. 
Increased use helps librarians acquire funding and 

mailto:kkdavis@umn.edu
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resources; diminishing use and hidden collections 
leads only to stagnation and threat (225).

Less strong was the chapter dealing with resource 
descriptions, chapter 5 (“Cataloguing, Description and 
Metadata in Special Collections”), which does not men-
tion the new RDA Toolkit and what effect that will have 
on rare book cataloging. Also lacking mention is OCLC’s 
CONTENTdm. CONTENTdm is used in creating metadata 
for digital collections—it is mentioned in passing later in 
chapter 6—but its predominant use in the community war-
rants more explanation of its application. The small section 
on music cataloging might as well not have been included. In 
addition, this chapter’s further reading and useful websites 
section was inadequate in comparison, say, to the Rare Book 
School’s Rare Book Cataloging Advance Reading List.1 

The first two editions of this book were published in 
2011 and 2016, respectively, and were critiqued by contem-
porary reviewers as being too United Kingdom centric.  This 
third edition seems for the most part to have amended that 
bias in regard to references to international and American 
resources, websites, institutions, and tools. To be fair, there is 
only so much the author can include in the text about other 
countries’ standards and practices without making the book 
too lengthy and thereby unwieldy. For example, chapter 7 
(“Legal and Ethical Issues in Special Collections”) is almost 
exclusively focused on UK and US law and this limited focus 
seems to be the more practical approach since every country 
is going to have their own laws and practices in terms of copy-
right, privacy, and freedom of information.  

It is a shame, though, that the book was completed 
while COVID-19 made physical attendance at many research 
libraries impossible. The gaps in the chapter bibliographies 

make this handbook a bit less useful than it could be.  It is 
appreciated that the author admitted as much in the text, 
stating “I was unable to access some relevant titles due to 
COVID-19 restrictions. I will share information about them 
once read via the accompanying website” (23). This is not 
a fatal f law, since so much information can be found online 
nowadays. It is also most likely that there will be room for 
another edition within five years with the ever-changing 
world of technology—sections on digitizing, metadata, 
linked data, etc. will require updating. 

To this reviewer, the book will best serve those who are 
already working in special collections within a specialization, 
such as a rare book cataloger or reference librarian, who need 
to broaden their knowledge to other arenas in special collec-
tions. The author seems to lean a bit towards thinking that 
beginners would find it more useful: “The Handbook is writ-
ten for library practitioners who work with Special Collec-
tions, or those aspiring to do so, especially library school students 
and new professionals” (xviii). Yet one might suspect that a 
new librarian would be overwhelmed by the depth of the con-
tent overall. For small special collection libraries or collec-
tions where there is limited staffing and therefore less experts 
to consult, however, this book will certainly be a welcome 
resource.—Tamara Fultz (tamara.fultz@metmuseum.org),  
Thomas J. Watson Library, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New 
York, New York

Reference

1. “L-30. Rare Book Cataloging—Advance Reading List,” Rare 
Book School, https://rarebookschool.org/courses/library 
/l30/reading-list/.

Metadata, Third Edition. By Marcia Lei Zeng and Jian Qin. Chicago: ALA Neal-Schuman, 2022. 
640 p. $84.99 softcover (ISBN 978-0-8389-4875-0).

The third edition of Zeng and Qin’s Metadata, first published 
in 2008 and expanded in a second edition in 2016, offers a 
fully updated overview of the latest developments in meta-
data standards, practices, and tools, with special attention 
paid to the areas of linked data, open science, and digital 
humanities. In this latest revised edition, the authors provide 
updated links to web resources, discuss the most current ver-
sions of relevant metadata standards, survey newly developed 
standards and best practices, and introduce new advances in 
semantic web technologies.

For the most part, the book retains the structure and 
content sequence of the second edition and consists of ten 
chapters, grouped into five sections: “Fundamentals of Meta-
data,” “Metadata Vocabulary Building Blocks,” “Metadata 
Services,” “Metadata Outlook in Research,” and “Metadata 

Standards.” Each chapter concludes with a summary, sug-
gested readings for further exploration and study, as well as 
exercises designed to reinforce and apply introduced con-
cepts and principles. A brief glossary, a comprehensive list of 
bibliographic references, and a detailed index can be found 
at the end of the book. A companion website offers a wealth 
of additional resources, including chapter layouts, suggested 
readings and exercises from all three editions, appendixes for 
metadata schemas, application profiles, registries, and con-
tent standards, as well as a tutorial on metadata basics aimed 
at educators, students, and practitioners.

The first three chapters of part 1 introduce key concepts 
and principles of metadata. They discuss components and 
specifications of metadata standards such as the Dublin Core 
Metadata Element Set, the Visual Resources Association 
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Core Categories (VRA Core), and the Categories for the 
Description of Works of Art (CDWA), as well as the funda-
mentals of metadata descriptions, including data conversion 
and storage. Part 2 surveys metadata models and ontology 
schemas, such as the IFLA Library Reference Model (LRM), 
BIBFRAME, and the DBpedia Ontology. It also introduces 
the concept and purpose of controlled vocabularies and pro-
vides a survey of encoding syntaxes. 

Chapter 6 of part 3 discusses tools, systems, and policies 
that provide the necessary infrastructure for metadata ser-
vice operations. In this edition the authors present a revised 
section on metadata as linked data, to account for the latest 
developments of linked data technologies and the emerging 
challenges of metadata services. Chapter 7 discusses quality 
issues faced by metadata repositories, and chapter 8 focuses 
on methods that have been used to achieve interoperability 
when building digital collections and services. A summative 
overview of metadata research and developments of the past 
twenty-five or so years is provided in part 4. Some of the 
research areas discussed include metadata architecture and 
interoperability, modeling, and systematic biases in metadata 
descriptions, workf lows, and practices. 

Part 5 expands on chapter 2 and introduces an additional 
selection of metadata standards pertaining to different sub-
ject domains and communities, purposely excluding content 
standards such as Resource Description and Access (RDA) 
and Describing Archives: A Content Standard (DACS). It 
includes standards for general purposes, cultural objects and 
visual resources, research data, archives, rights management, 

multimedia objects, preservation and provenance, and meta-
data describing agents. Several of these sections were updated 
to ref lect latest developments and encoding revisions.

Zeng and Qin—both professors of information science 
with extensive research expertise and teaching experience in 
metadata, data modeling, and linked data—have published a 
welcome and systematic update of an already valuable text. 
At once a detailed handbook, a well-structured textbook, 
and a valuable resource guide, the third edition of Metadata 
introduces key concepts and practices in an accessible and 
logical manner and offers a plethora of didactically useful 
illustrations and reference resources. The authors give a com-
prehensive overview of the field of metadata, covering a broad 
range of complex topics and challenges relevant to libraries, 
archives, and museums. Their discussions of metadata tools 
and practices are firmly situated within the broader context 
of linked data and provide an excellent introduction to the 
latest developments of semantic web technologies.

This expanded third edition is a substantive book and 
will be useful reading for information professionals and 
students who wish to gain a comprehensive overview of the 
field. It will also be relevant to metadata specialists who 
require a handy reference handbook and seek to stay current 
with metadata trends and practices. The companion website 
will be of particular interest to instructors who teach classes 
on metadata and information organization as it contains a 
wealth of additional instructional resources and teaching 
tools.—Danijela Matković (danijela.matkovic@yale.edu), Yale 
University, New Haven, Connecticut
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