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Today’s Agenda
● Introductions
● Our philosophy
● What is cataloging?
● Before you begin
● Standards & systems
● Using catalog records



Introductions 
in the Chat



Our Philosophy

Adaptable framework 

Good-better-best 

Not one size fits all

All levels of expertise are 
welcome

Perfect is the enemy of good



What Is Cataloging?
Systematically recording information about your collections 

to facilitate management, stewardship, and access



Why Catalog? Internal Applications

● Intellectual control
○ Identification
○ Location tracking
○ Condition monitoring
○ Emergency preparedness
○ Shared knowledge

● Research & Programs
● Preservation



Why Catalog? External Applications

● Stewardship
● Patron access
● Link collections within and 

across organizations
● Raise public visibility of 

collection and organization
● Facilitate advocacy and 

fundraising



Catalog Record

● Descriptive record of 
collections material(s) 
themselves

● Can encompass one item or a 
group of items

● Internal and external uses
● Can be linked to an accession 

record

Accession Record

● Record of acquisition transaction
● Encompasses everything within the 

transaction, single item to 1000s
● High-level description of 

acquisition contents
● Can include confidential data 
● Mostly internal use
● Can be a stand-in for a catalog 

record

VS.









Before You Begin



Laying the 
Foundation

● Mission
● Collections scope
● Collections policy
● Goals for cataloging
● Accession record
● Inventory



Considerations

● Starting from scratch vs. legacy system
● Existing inventory & accession records
● Available resources
● Technology access & comfort levels
● Electronic vs. paper
● Division of labor
● Iterative process



Parallel Systems

● Collections 
Numbers

● File names
● Location names



Document, Document, Document



Getting Started
● Foundational policies
● Inventory
● Bite-sized chunks
● Sandbox play



Standards & Systems



Why Use 
Standards?

● Less reinventing the wheel
● Creates consistency
● Facilitates collaboration
● Facilitates future handoff 

of responsibilities



Standards

Good: 

Have conscious & consistent standards for 
fields and field formats

● Required vs. optional fields
● Formatting names of people, 

organizations, and places
● Formatting titles, subjects, dates, etc.
● Terminology
● Measurements/extent



Adin Styles, Church Street (North), Burlington, Vt., c. 1865



Standards

Better: 

Use professional content & formatting 
standards 

● subject headings
● nomenclature
● names
● dates
● etc.



Standards
Best: 

Use a professional standard as a 
framework for your entire catalog 
record

● Dublin Core
○ Foundation for Green 

Mountain Digital Archive 
guidelines



Cataloging 
Systems

● Tool for organizing information
● Facilitates consistency
● Facilitates internal and external 

access to information
● Facilitates searching and 

linking data
● Facilitates cross-pollination 

between organizations



Systems

Good: 

Commit to using a specific 
system

● Doesn’t necessarily need to 
be designed for collections



Systems

Better: 

Use a system designed for 
cataloging
● Tinycat
● PastPerfect
● CollectiveAccess
● ArchivesSpace
● CatalogIt
● etc.



Systems

Best: 

Use a system designed for cataloging 
that has a public access feature

Designate certain fields as publicly 
accessible, others as internal only



Using Catalog Records



Catalog records can …

● Facilitate knowing what you have, where it is, and what shape it’s in
● Facilitate telling similar items apart from one another
● Allow multiple people to access collections data, including staff, volunteers, 

and patrons
● Allow for searching within and across collections
● Facilitate participation in a collaborative platform like GMDA or DPLA
● Establish a foundation for

○ Fundraising
○ Preservation projects
○ Programs



Cataloging is an Iterative Process



Document, Document, Document



Module 2:
June 16

● Item level vs. higher level 
description

● Creating basic catalog records
● More detailed catalog records
● Cataloging pitfalls



Module 3:
June 20

Hands on 
cataloging of 

objects

Module 4:
June 27

Hands on 
cataloging of 

archival material


