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Today’s Agenda

● Introductions
● Brief Recap
● Questions from module 1?
● Item-level vs. higher-level 

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



Introductions 2.0













Our Philosophy

Adaptable framework 

Not one size fits all

All levels of expertise are 
welcome

Good-better-best 

Perfect is the enemy of good



What Is Cataloging?
Systematically recording information about your collections 

to facilitate management, stewardship, and access



Item-level Description
vs. 

Higher-level Description



Why NOT Always Item-level Cataloging?

● Resource-intensive
● Other materials remain hidden
● In some cases, dubious value added
● Can actually impede access
● Can lose valuable context
● In some cases, impossible to 

accomplish

In a nutshell, because

Life Is Short.



Good candidates for Higher-level Description

● Sets of “like” 
materials…regardless of 
format (CHUNKS!)

● Archival collections, 
generally



Good timing for Higher-level Description

● When just starting to “get a 
grip” on what you have in…

○ Entire collection
○ A specific space
○ “The Backlog”

● An inventory project



Remember!

Description is an iterative process

Each iteration can get more 
granular

Not everything warrants granular 
description

Time spent describing one thing 
is time not spent describing 
something else



Example.
Even an item-level description 
can get more granular

● Image of sheep under a tree
● Color photograph of a flock of 12 

Gotland sheep under a maple 
tree

● Color photograph of Gotland 
sheep named Emili, Lina, 
Anchises, Agassi, Alphonse, 
Artemis, Audrey, Baldwin, 
Boskoop, Bushka, Battier, and 
Boustrophedon under one of the 
marriage maples at their home 
in Washington, Vermont.



What is an 

What is an “item” anyway?!

A bound volume of a year of 
issues of a newspaper?



What is an 

What is an “item” anyway?!

Each issue?



What is an 

What is an “item” anyway?!

Each article?



What is an 

What is an “item” anyway?!

Each image or advertisment or 
name that appears in the text? 



What is an 

The takeaway.

Sometimes high-level description is all you 
need…and it is always a good place to start.



Higher-level description can be called…

● A guide to collections
● A collection-level record
● A finding aid









Front end finding aid, a PDF online



















Creating 
Basic Catalog Records



Some information will be the same

For cataloging at a higher “chunk” level or item level

AND

For cataloging archival or object based collections



OK, we will tell you what to do.

● Suggest using Dublin Core (DC) as your data standard.
○ A data standard tells you what elements to use
○ Likely to be what is used for the statewide digital repository
○ Dublin Core only has 15 elements! 

● VHS and VHRP are drafting Dublin Core guidelines to share
● Refer to Describing Archives, a Content Standard (DACS) for additional 

guidelines on how to form the content for the DC elements
● Consistency is key (document, document, document)!



A GOOD catalog record

Essential elements for anything: (our opinion) 

● Inherent characteristics
○ Creator *
○ Title
○ Date
○ Extent
○ Description
○ Language
○ Rights statement

● Management tools assigned for control 
purposes

○ Unique Identifier
○ Location

*IF known.



How does the catalog record relate to the accession record?

● Some fields may only appear in the accession record: donor info, date of 
accession, notes, purchase price or appraised value

● But it might be that a version of this info appears in the catalog record
○ Donor name, but not address
○ Year of accession, but not exact date
○ The fact that it was purchased, but not the purchase price

● The two records can be linked by the unique identifier



Creating More Detailed 
Catalog Records



A BETTER catalog record

All of the GOOD, plus:

● Administrative/Biographical History 
element

● Access points (huh?)
○ Subject headings
○ Names
○ Types of materials



More better. (Best)

● Imaging (scan, photo)
● Measurements
● Related collections/objects (at your institution or elsewhere)
● Condition note
● Meta metadata

○ cataloged by

○ date of catalog record



Cataloging Pitfalls



Pitfall.  A hidden or not easily recognized danger or difficulty

Organizational pitfalls

● Not knowing how to start
● Description hesitancy
● Getting bogged down
● Inconsistent data entry
● Lack of coordination between 

catalogers
● Lack of process documentation

Technological-ish  pitfalls

● Orphan or inherited systems
● Losing access to your system
● Multiple systems
● Not having a system



Systems

Good:  Commit to using a 
specific system

Better:  Use a system designed 
for cataloging

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



Important!  Systems are gonna change.

Make sure you have 

an exit strategy for your 

catalog records:  

can you export your data

 from whatever system you put it in?



The DACS mantra

Can help with many of the 
organizational pitfalls.

Make a decision.

Document it.

Apply it consistently.



Be aware:  content standards evolve, too

Awareness of your inherent bias, create/select subject headings with care, be 
careful about the models you consult

Reparative description or decolonizing the catalog

Iterative process - we are all working on this together, cultural perceptions 
change over time, be open to revisiting 



Reparative Archival Description Working Group: Yale records on Japanese American incarceration during World War II



Cataloging is an Iterative Process



Module 3:
June 20

Hands on 
cataloging of 

objects

Module 4:
June 27

Hands on 
cataloging of 

archival material


