
Katy Dillman

Starkiek1@southernct.edu

Information Analysis and Organization
ILS 506-S71

Eino Sierpe

November 24, 2009

For this exercise, I compared the online public access catalogs (OPACs) of the Library of Congress (http://catalog.loc.gov/) and the Guilford Free Library (http://207.210.128.10/search~S08).  The Library of Congress is the research library of the United States Congress.  The Guilford Free Library is a public library in Guilford, Connecticut, serving a population of 22,000.  The following compares the look and feel of the OPACs, their ease of use, and strengths and weaknesses, and offers suggestions for potential improvements.
The LOC OPAC home page is a clean-looking page.  Near the top of the page is a Quick Search box, in which you can enter search terms.  You may instead choose to do a Basic Search or a Guided Search.  The differences in terms are explained below the links.  If you select a Basic Search, you are then directed to a page where you enter a search term, and choose what type of search to conduct – one by Title, Key Word, Author, etc.  Scrolling to the bottom of the screen reveals a grid of searching tips.  On the Advanced Search, you may choose three terms to search on, using AND/OR operators.  There is a button to go to a separate page for other limiters, such as place of publication, date of publication, etc.
The Guilford Free Library OPAC home page shows a bar at the top where you can enter search terms, select the type and choose which library to look in (the library is part of a 22-library system, where patrons have access to most items at all libraries).  The rest of the page has links to information from other resources, access to the patron’s account and news updates about the library.  There is a button at the very top to conduct an advanced search.  If you click on this button, you go to a screen that allows you to use AND/OR operators, get very specific on search limiters and offers a small grid of search tips at the bottom, all in one screen.

The Guilford OPAC is not as sophisticated in its look, and is does not provide search tips until you select Advanced Search.  The LOC OPAC has a much more polished look, and has more options and tips for searching early on.  If you are looking for a particular item, and know its title or author, the Guilford OPAC is fine, but for more complex searches, the LOC OPAC seems the better choice.

Proceeding with a few searches on both OPACs, I first searched for items by the author Stephen Hawking (entered “Hawking Stephen” for Author).  On the LOC OPAC, it returned 35 titles by Hawking, S.W. (Stephen).  A few additional titles were listed, but the top one was the author I was looking for.  On the Guilford OPAC, I entered the same search term, and in bright red letters was written “No matches found; nearby AUTHORS are:”.  It indicated where my entry of “Hawking Stephen” would be, and above that line was an entry for “Hawking S W Stephen W” with 16 titles.

Clicking on the names produces different results on the different OPACs.  At the LOC, a list of titles is returned, showing a name heading, who the author/creator is, the title and the publication date.  It also shows the call number on some entries, on others you must select the title to see more information.  The titles are not sorted automatically – there is a selection box to choose what to sort by, if anything.  

With the Guilford OPAC, the search results are system sorted, and there is a selection box to change the sort criteria.  In this case, the items are sorted by title.  Each item is displayed with a picture of the cover, if one is available.  There is also an icon showing if an item is a book, audiobook, video/DVD or e-audiobook.  It shows the author and publication information, as well as a link to any reviews on the item by other patrons.  There is a button on each item to Request/Hold the item, and it shows in which location the item is held (which library and where in the library) and if it is available.  If it’s currently checked out, it shows the due date.  Some items have a link to additional information about the item, as provided by the publisher.  
Selecting a title from the LOC OPAC returns a page of information about the item.  You have the choice of seeing a Brief Record, the Subjects/Content, the Full Record or the MARC Tags. Under the Brief Record, the title, author, publication information, call number and other information (including links to the publisher’s description of the item) is shown, with the exception of the subject(s).   The location and call numbers are shown, along with the availability of the item (checked in or out).  The subject(s) is found under the Subjects/Content tab, along with the location and availability.  Under the Full Record, all of this information is shown at once.  The MARC Tags tab shows all the information and the corresponding MARC tag numbers.  

At the Guilford OPAC, selecting the item returns the same information, but laid out differently.  The title, author and publication information is shown, then the location information, call number and availability, and below that is the additional information – the description, notes, subject(s), ISBN and price (if available).  Below that is a grouping of “tags” – words used by others to describe the item.  Clicking on a tag brings up a list of other items also tagged with that same word.  Below that are any reviews or a link to write your own review about the item and underneath that is a list of other books that other readers also enjoyed.  
The Guilford OPAC seems to offer more to the searcher, in terms of information displayed and related items suggested.  The LOC OPAC does offer a variety of ways to display the information, and shows the MARC record, which may be helpful to some searchers.  Neither OPAC offers a way to get back to the results list once in the record – you are only able to browse the previous or next record.  
I then conducted searches for the title “Gray’s Anatomy.”  Incidentally, I also tried “Grey’s Anatomy” to see if the alternate spelling would be suggested on either site – neither site suggested it, but both returned hits for the television series of that name.  The LOC holds 13 items with the title.  Most are of or related to the classic anatomy book.  One title is a science fiction item and the other is a memoir.  The Guilford OPAC offers much less selection, with only three titles returned, two of which are versions of the anatomy book. 

Next, I searched for the Magic Tree House series.  This is a series of books written for children my Mary Pope Osborn.  The LOC OPAC returned six listings showing the number of titles, the heading and heading type.  The first listing shows the non-series title. The second listing shows one record entry for one book in the series.  The third listing shows 15 records in the Magic Tree House Research Guide series, which are non-fiction companion guides to each of the fiction books.  The remaining three listings show the Magic Tree House series name, and are linked to other search terms (see, see also and narrower term references).  
The Guilford OPAC, after searching for the same series title, returned 48 entries.  Each entry shows the series title, year published, and number of entries found.  The Guilford catalog entries are inconsistent; some entries just show “Magic Tree House” and have a number of titles listed within that entry, other entries have a number after the series title or the words “series” or “research guide.”  If an item is not given a number in the series title, it falls under the generic series title, which can throw less intrepid searchers off the trail.  

I conducted searches by subject, using “home schooling” as my search term.  On the LOC OPAC, there were 112 subject entries returned, plus one related term link for “Schooling, Home.”  Many entries were specific for different geographic locations worldwide.  The LOC OPAC showed 19 titles under the subject “Home Schooling—Curricula—United States”.  Clicking on this entry displayed all 19 titles, by Subject Heading, Name: Main Author/Creator/Etc, Title and (Publication) Date.  Clicking on a specific title brought me to the item’s catalog entry.  
The Guilford catalog returned 11 subject entries.  There were only four entries with locations designated, and they were all for the United States.  The subject “Home Schooling—Curricula—United States” only had 2 titles returned.  Clicking on the subject entry brought me to the catalog display where I could see images of the items, title and author information, publication information, location, call number and availability.  Clicking on a specific title brought me to the item’s catalog entry.

The LOC uses LC call numbers.  The Guilford Library uses the Dewey Decimal system.  Both OPACs give an option to search under other call number systems, but searches for LC numbers in the Guilford OPAC and Dewey call numbers in the LOC OPAC resulted in no hits.  I then searched for an LC call number at the LOC OPAC and a Dewey call number at the Guilford OPAC.  
On the LOC OPAC, I searched for the call number “TJ163.5.D86 C48 2006.”  The resulting list contained 100 entries, beginning with the number I searched and continuing in order for the next 99 entries.  The display showed the Call Number, Name: Author/Creator/Etc, Full Title and (Publication) Date.  Clicking on the title brought me to that item’s catalog entry.
With the Guilford OPAC, I searched under the Dewey call number of “821 P.”  This returned 60 items, sorted by the system (it was unclear what the sort criteria actually was).  Each list item showed the item’s image, if available, title and author information, publication information, location, call number and availability.  Clicking on an item brought me to that item’s catalog entry.
Overall, the different catalogs both had strengths and weaknesses.  The LOC OPAC was clean-looking, offered helpful searching tips right away, and returned concise hitlists. However, those hitlists were unhelpful if a searcher was unsure of what they were looking for.  It would the take searcher much time to determine what an item was about and if it was the right item.  

The Guilford OPAC was not as sophisticated in its look, and offered few searching tips that were hard to find.  It did offer a wealth of information on each results list, which made its browsability factor very high.  A searcher could go directly to the item he or she was looking for, or browse around, easily seeing what the item looked like, if it was on the shelf, and get an idea of the content.  With the tag information and reviews, a user can easily find out more about the item in terms of keywords and related items and see what others thought about it.
Both OPACs had other weaknesses.  Both had time limits for sitting idle.  This was quite frustrating, as I would have to refresh my search or even lose it altogether if I let the screen sit for too long.  For a future improvement, I would suggest removing these time limits.  Also, neither catalog allowed me to limit a search by juvenile, teen/young adult or adult only.  I can add “juvenile” or “young adult” onto my search term, but a specific limiter would be more appropriate.  A third issue was the lack of “intelligent searching,” where the search was able to find and suggest related search terms.  The LOC catalog did this somewhat by offering links to other terms.  However, in clicking those links, you lost the original search – there was no way to combine searches without starting from the beginning.

All in all, with a little time and practice, a user will be able to find most items they are looking for.  The advent of search engines and sites like Amazon, which cast a wide net based on search terms, have created users that expect many results returned, even if they are not necessarily the appropriate ones.  Librarians must find ways to merge this search technique with the OPACs of the future, allowing for more intelligent searching on the part of the computer.  But, the computer is not the only one who needs to become more intelligent – librarians and patrons must continually interact to develop searching skills that will generate more relevant searches.
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