
	

Lesson	3:		

Introduction	to	
cataloguing	

 
What is a catalogue? 
 
Your library catalogue serves as the doorway for your Masonic patrons to 
find items in your library collection. That access point holds quite a lot of 
information about your holdings, whether they are physical or electronic or 
digital and it is created in such a way that your patrons can search and find 
resources that they can use in their research or for pleasure. 
 
A catalogue should be able to effectively help a patron with the four user 
tasks of find, identify, select, and obtain relevant materials, because the 
item information (known as metadata) is classified and described in a 
consistent manner. 
 
As an example, let’s say a public library user wants to learn more about 
insects. There is a book sitting on the library shelf titled Totally amazing 
facts about creepy-crawlies that matches that student’s information needs. 
Despite the word “insects” not being in the title or the summary, the public 
library catalogue should be able to direct your user to that book. If your 
catalogue only included metadata about book title, author and ISBN, there 
would be no way to connect a catalogue search of ‘insects’ to the specified 
book. We would need more information about that book before we could 
give it to the student with confidence that it will meet his needs. We 
accomplish this by following standards for cataloguing that will strengthen 
the catalogue’s ability to show users relevant resources and ensuring that 
searches don’t miss important items. 
 
Why do we need to follow standards? 
 
You have probably deduced that there is a need for consistency in library 
catalogues: we achieve that consistency by following cataloguing 
standards. The benefits of following standards are that: 
 

• you do not need to create your own set of rules for describing items 
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• you are future-proofing your library catalogue 
• you can import or copy records from other catalogues 
• your catalogue records will remain consistent. 

 
Which standards do I need to be aware of? 
 
Below is a rundown of existing standards that may affect your library’s 
cataloguing. 
 
 
AACR 
 
Cataloguing standards developed separately in a variety of libraries 
beginning in the late 1800s. In the 1960s, an international conference 
developed the Anglo-American Cataloguing Rules. These rules covered all 
the information that should be included in a record for every item being 
added to your collection, whether it was a book or serial or a video 
recording. AACR was revised several times over the decades since its 
inception, ending with AACR2 in 2010. However, as the twenty-first century 
dawned, it was clear that another revision as needed. Instead, a whole new 
format was developed based on works by several international committees 
looking at information and how it can be shared. This new standard was 
called RDA = Resource Description and Access.  
 
 
RDA 
 
After several years of testing this standard became the accepted standard 
and was made official in 2013. You will notice that, as its name implies, 
RDA is the content standard, instructing cataloguers on what information 
should be recorded, and how. Initially, the RDA Toolkit was designed to be 
only accessible online, by subscription. However, since not all libraries 
could afford the subscription price, it was decided to make a print version 
available. See the Resources list below for details. 
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Masonic libraries will not, generally, need to be very strict in following the 
RDA guidelines. A summary of what information is needed in a record can 
be found on the page Resource: RDA Elements. 
 
 
MARC 
 

 
from card catalog 

 
 
 
à 
 
 

to 
 

electronic catalog 
 
MARC, or MAchine-Readable Cataloging, is a standard to support 
machine-readable data. Developed in the 1960s, by 1971 it became the 
standard method of recording bibliographic data that could be shared 
between computers. Your library management system (the computer 
program you are using) is capable of reading MARC data so that it can be 
displayed in user-friendly ways. 
 
For example, look at the two images below.  
 
Here we have the raw MARC data, written beside the MARC field numbers 
that the library program can easily read. 
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This image is how the user sees it: 
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Library management system / Integrated library system 
 
The type of system used in libraries to store catalogue records is known as 
a library management system [LMS], also called an integrated library 
system [ILS]. This system will allow you to: 
 

• create catalogue records 
• import catalogue records from other systems 
• provide a search interface for your community (this is called an OPAC 

— Online Public Access Catalogue — or Discovery Layer) 
• lend materials 
• order materials 
• and more. 

 
Your ILS is useful in helping you to do some of the other tasks we have 
mentioned, such as evaluating the existing collection, weeding, inventory, 
and preparing various reports.  
 
If you are not currently using a library management system, or are thinking 
of changing yours, please see the page Resource: ILS Programs for a list 
of programs you might consider. No recommendations are being made-- 
this is a reference list to help you in your researches for an ILS. 
 
 
Making standards work for your library 
 
If you are just starting on your job as a cataloguer, you might be feeling 
overwhelmed. Understanding RDA and MARC can take a while: sometimes 
just knowing what that acronym means can be a problem. 
 
You need to know something about them because your ILS might be set up 
to use them, and you can’t find a record of that book-in-hand to download 
or copy from another library’s catalogue.  
 
Your ILS might have a manual that will help you understand how it uses 
and displays the catalogue information [metadata] and which of the MARC 
fields are required in every record. Library decisions about what to include 
(known as “local practice”) might affect how the record is eventually viewed 
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by the user of the OPAC. The four User Tasks mentioned earlier should 
always be kept in mind when cataloguing. 
 
At the beginning of Lesson 2, there was mention made of documenting 
your library processes. These should include the steps you take in 
cataloguing an item beginning with ordering and ending with putting it on 
the shelf. In your document you would note the standards you follow as 
well as the MARC fields you use most often.  
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Conclusion 
 
In this lesson you learned about: 

ü cataloguing, 
ü available standards to follow to support access to the collection, and 
ü what is an ILS. 

 
Coming up in future lessons are: 

ü more information on cataloguing standards, in particular RDA and 
MARC, 

ü descriptive cataloguing, 
ü subject cataloguing, 
ü classification, and 
ü several important and necessary library-related activities. 
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Resources 
All links correct as of 15 January 2021 
 
RDA Toolkit. Online. https://www.rdatoolkit.org/  
 
Brenndorfer, Thomas. 2012. RDA in 10 Easy Steps. Webinar.  

http://www.ala.org/alcts/confevents/upcoming/webinar/cat/110712  
 
Kelsey, Marie. Cataloging for School Librarians, 2nd edition. Lanham, MD: 

Rowman & Littlefield Publishers. 2018 
 
Here are some YouTube videos on cataloguing. 

	
What	is	a	MARC	Record?		[4:40	min.]	

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fdwF2Jf-RsY		
	
MARC-21	[16	min.]	
	 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=psEWxo2jBsU		
	
RDA	Toolkit	

https://www.youtube.com/c/RDAToolkitVideo		


