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Online Classification Number
Access: Some Practical

Considerations

by Janet Swan Hill

Discussions of subject access
in online catalogs have
included classification
number searching and
shelflist browsing capabilities.
Many factors restrict the
usefulness of such a system
feature. Methods for
overcoming these handicaps
potentially exist, but
assessment of their relative
utility, expense, and
likelihood is necessary.
Priorities for development
and implementation need to
be considered.

Janet Swan Hill 1s Head, Catalog
Department, Northwestern
University Library, Evanston, llhinors

For centuries there have been individu-
als whose pleasure or hife’s work 1t has
been to attempt to devise methods
whereby the whole of human knowl-
edge can be logically arranged One of
the earliest major figures was Aristotle,
who 1s credited with creating a classifi-
cation framework “designed to aid the
mental plotting out of the universe of
thought and objects,” and with working
out a definite system of arranging books
that was afterward adopted by the “Kings
of Egypt ! Nineteen centuries later 1n
“On the Advancement of Learning,”
Francis Bacon devised a classification
scheme that also had considerable 1m-
pact in the fields of both logic and librar-
tanship 2 Many classificationists have
spanned the years in between and since
The most 1nfluential of this century 1s
S R Ranganathan

The impulses for classification study
are varied Aside from philosophical
questions such as “What 1s the proper
order of things, and the relationships
among them?” and the diversion sup-
plied by approaching classification as a
logical or mathematical problem, other
concerns such as the need to communi-
cate precise information across language
barriers,3 the need to provide a useful
framework for published bibliographies
or catalogs, and the need to devise
methods for reliable and rapid machine
query, have had immediately 1dentifiable
practical purposes that could be ap-
preciated by even the most pragmatic
minds

Present

Classification Climate

The classification i1mpulse with
which most librarians are famhar or
sympathetic 1s that which anses from
the need to organize the universe of
knowledge as represented by matenals
in a library 1n a physical way so that the
materials can be conveniently main-
tained, added to, and used ¢ Although
Melvil Dewey’s work retained a strong
connection to the philosophical frame-
work of Bacon and his successors,’ and
was arranged to fit into a theoretical
model, Dewey himself was strugghng
with the practical difficulties of arrang-
ing books 1n a particular library when
he devised his Decimal Classification
system In describing his scheme some
years later, Dewey emphasized his con-
cessions to the needs of practicality,
observing that

everywhere filosofic theory and
accuracy hav yielded to practical use-
fulness The imposibility of making a
satisfactory clasification of all knowl-
e} as preserved 1n books, has been
appreciated from the first, and theo-
retic harmony and exactness hav been
repeatedly sacrificed to practical re-
quirements ¢

The Library of Congress carried
Dewey’s practical trend many steps
further, and a theoretical basis for hbrary
classification was specifically eschewed
when 1n 1900 Librarian Herbert Put-
nam decided that the Library of Con-
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gress should devise its own classification
scheme, designed to fit its own particular
collections and service needs 7 The classi-
fication system which resulted 1s based
on literary warrant, and reflects the
actual holdings of the Library of Con-
gress It 1s almost totally enumerative,
and devices for expansion of printed
numbers are not based on a umform
theoretical model, but vary according to
convenience from one class to another

Call number as location device. It’s
no wonder then, given the warming of
the creator of one of the United States’
two most used classification systems,
and the clearly declared nontheoretical
nature of the other, that call numbers
are viewed by many hbrarians who
assign them as means to the end of
arranging and locating books, and not
primarily as precise and intellectual
representations of the subject content of
the works classified But the thought
that the formulation of the perfect call
number 1s a great good pursued uni-
formly by library processing staff no
matter what the cost 1s an idea that dies
hard, and some hbranans continue to
regard the assignment of the right classi-
fication number as a kind of crusade ®
The very complexity and length of the
tools involved 1n assigning numbers (the
Library of Congress schedules occupy
more than six hnear feet of shelving,
and the 19th edition of the Dewey
Decimal Classification is nearly 3,400
pages long) would seem to support this
perception, since 1t 1s difficult to imagine
that so much time and trouble would be
spent devising call numbers that are
only close approximations of the sub-
ject content There 1s no doubt that to
make today’s predominantly open stack
libraries more usable, hibranans do go
to great lengths to arrange collections,
primanly via call number, 1n a semb-
lance of subject order The perceptionis
mistaken all the same

In addition to the nontheoretical
nature of the classification schemes
themselves, there are other reasons why
the “call number as location device”
view is the one which holds sway in
today’s operational arena A prime rea-
son has to be the difficulty experienced
by classificatiomsts in devising a univer-
sal, usable, flexible, generally accepta-
ble, updatable scheme for the classifica-
tion of knowledge Despite considerable
efforts directed toward this end, even
dedicated groups such as the British
Classification Research Group (CRG),
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and the Committee on Classification
Research of the International Federa-
tion for Documentation (FID/CR) have
eventually turned toward creating smal-
ler schemes with specialized applica-
tions A general system has yet to be
designed oracclaimed Some would say
that Ranganathan’s Colon Classifica-
tion comes close, but even its admurers
are slow to claim that 1t 1s simple to use
when applied fully, especially 1n regard
to shelving and shelf browsing 9 Classi-
fication schedules whose primary aim1s
to organize lhibrary matenals along sub-
ject hines, however, have been devised
Each such system has weaknesses, but
in schemes that do not claim to be ideal,
some flaws can be tolerated

Economic pressures Another ex-
planation for the current role of classifi-
cation 1s actually a concatenation of
reasons that can collectively be called
economic pressures Even in the fair
economic climate of the 1960s, work to
be done 1n libraries exceeded the staff
available to do 1t to perfection Increas-
ingly, traditional activities have been
examined 1n terms of costs, cost/
benefit, and cost effectiveness These
considerations have aided the develop-
ment and spread of practices such as
“mark and park™ (acceptance without
revision of call numbers assigned by
some other agency, usually the Library
of Congress), nonrevision of call numbers
when class numbers are revised, arbi-
trary shortemng or simplification of
classification numbers to meet the needs
of computer systems, printing capabili-
ties, etc

Use as a shelflist A final reason
may be both cause and effect For more
than 100 years 1n the United States and
many other countries, the primary ave-
nue for subject retrieval of matenalsina
hbrary collection has been an alphabet-
iwcally arranged dictionary or subject
card catalog, where the emphasis 1s on
subject headings, titles, and other
entries 10 The classed catalog, once a
rather common and highly regarded
means for public access to subject 1n-
formation, has become today’s shelflist,
and 1s now largely an internal file, usu-
ally unavailable to the public Its pn-
mary use 1s 1n tnventory control Even
the call number searching capability in
many of today’s online catalogs 1s a
thinly disguised shelflist access Very
few systems incorporate a call number
or shelf browsing capability, so although

they work well for item searches, their
use in a true subject search 1s hmited !

Increased Potential

for Classification Retrieval

The strong entrance of computer
technology into hbraries 1n the 1960s
sparked renewed interest 1n classifica-
tion, as the capabilities of earlier ma-
chines led many to seek avenues for
machine query that were easier to han-
dle than words and text strings The
availability of online searching of re-
mote bibhiographic databases also gave
rise to new consideration of classifica-
tion schemes as tools for enhancing
retrieval Since the early 1960s, the Uni-
versal Decimal Classification (UDC) sys-
tem has been used 1n a computer con-
text to assist 1n the production of bib-
hographies and subject indexes, and 1n
Selective Dissemination of Information
(SD1) services '2 Several information
retrieval databases have their own
computer-related uses for class num-
bers, although notations are usually
devised for the specific database or are
derived from the discipline being
searched, rather than being assigned
froma widely used hibrary classification
system

Perhaps because such databases
are often the province of commercial
bodies that must consider profitability
and their own often narrow goals, they
have seemed to be beyond libranans’
power to influence A more recent de-
velopment 1n hbrary use of computer
technology strikes closer to home

The onhne catalog as an opera-
tional reality. From 1ts position as a
theoretical possibility discussed as part
of a moderately distant future in the mid-
1970s, the online catalog has emerged in
the early 1980s as an operational reality,
and one which Iibrarians feel competent
to comment on and to mold Although
the primary concern in developing online
catalog technology has been the provi-
sion of satisfactory retrieval of biblio-
graphic records via the verbal access
points of author, title, series, and sub-
jects, the possibility of using classifica-
tion numbers 1n subject searching has
also received some attention Online
access via call number or classification!3
was one of the topics afforded major
consideration at the 1982 Council on
Library Resources’ special conference
on subject access 14

Libranans are only now attempt-
ing to asstmilate the reality and poten-
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tial of online catalog access via subject
headings and subject terms, so 1t 1s not
surprising that some are reluctant to
turn their attention to another type of
subject access at this time But although
verbal representations of subject con-
tent such as subject headings, keywords,
and other descriptors have received most
of the Umted States’ subject analysis
attention 1n recent decades, verbal and
notational depiction of the subject con-
tent of individual works are merely two
aspects of the same problem, and 1t 1s
increastngly difficult to leave untended
the topic of notational classification !5
Classification theornists typically find 1t
difficult to think about one without the
other, and often use some of the same
terminology to discuss both

It1s not classification experts, how-
ever, who will imtially determine how or
whether online catalogs will incorpo-
rate class number searching It 1s more
hikely to be catalog and information
access generalists who will have the
greatest impact Generalists and special-
1sts alike cannot but recognize that in
addition to the traditional views of cata-
log data searched and organized by ver-
bal headings, online catalogs have the
capability to provide through computer
mampulation of records another valua-
ble arrangement of information—the
classed catalog The hbrary profession
effectively jettisoned the classed catalog
from its complement of bibhiographic
access tools in the last century, not
because the classed catalog was unuse-
ful, but only because 1t was less useful
than the dictionary catalog that replaced
1t and even without the classed catalog
the shelves continued to provide classi-
fied subject access to the patron willing
to browse While hbraries were bound
by the limitations of the card technol-
ogy, they could not afford to supply
both types of catalogs Online technol-
ogy can potentially supply both and
more

Effect of Past and Present
Practice on the Effectiveness
of Class Number Access
Despite the advantages that may
accrue from adding another techmque
to the arsenal of search strategies avail-
able from online catalogs, class number
access 1s not without defects and poten-
tial handicaps, especially in light of
today’s and yesterday’s practices in as-
signing call numbers To proceed with
designing onhne classification access 1n
a rational way, with realistic expecta-
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tions, and a decent understanding of
what remains to be done, librarians
need to recognize some of the problems
inherent 1n past and present classifica-
tion practice

Classification schemes are not easy
for users to figure out It is difficult to
tell what patrons think about call num-
bers assigned to hibrary matenals, but
regardless of whether a user believes
that the classification number reflects
the precise subject content of a work, 1t
1s a rare user who knows how to inter-
pret any but the most basic parts of a
number Less common still 1s the user
who can manufacture a class number on
his own One of the commonly held
tenets for online catalogs 1s that they
should be directly usable by patrons,
and that they should not require an
“expert” intermediary 1n the way that
other information retrieval databases
do Forclass number access to meet this
aim, a system of user ards would need to
be devised and made available Even
then, 1t s ikely that class number access
would be used by fewer people than
could profit by it, and would be used
badly by some

Without understanding the classi-
fication system, and lacking user aids, a
user can still obtain a class number to
search from a work already known to be
on the desired subject A similar widely
recommended tactic instructs catalog
users to consult subject heading tracings
present on relevant records in the cata-
log, and to use the headings found to
refine or broaden a search A class
number search performed along these
lines could be quite helpful, but because
the user’s grasp of the meaning of the
numbers may be close to nil, the search
could also yield unsatisfactory, unex-
pected, or even bewildering results

Classificathion numbers have not
remained static. Classificatton numbers
have changed as fields of knowledge
have changed Although most classifi-
cation schemes try not to re-use old
numbers for some period of time, and
generally resist wholesale relocation of
subjects, re-use and relocation neverthe-
less happen frequently Between the
14th and 17th editions of the Dewey
Decimal Classification, for instance,
nearly 2,400 numbers were relocated,
and the process of revision continued
unabated through the 19th edition !¢
The Library of Congress uses more than
400 pages a year to 1ssue revisions to its

own schedules, and a significant portion
of revisions are changes 1n the scope of
numbers and 1n the location of subjects
Added to the problem of number relo-
cation is the matter of increasing com-
plexity and detail in classification
schedules Topics that were once gener-
al divide and subdivide, and material
that used to belong 1n an umbrella
number now gets a class number of its
own

It 1s an uncommon library of sig-
nificant size that can afford to reclassify
all previously cataloged matenals just to
reflect changes 1n the classification
schedules Since reclassification can in-
volve intellectual steps as well as physi-
cal handling, even the computer’s abili-
ty to alter every occurrence of a particular
character string will still leave “reclassi-
fied” items marked and shelved as before

The availability in machine-readable
form of classification schedules and
correlation tables, and references be-
tween old and new numbers, and among
different schemes could provide the
mitial resources that would enable a
computer to retrieve relevantly classi-
fied material regardless of the age of the
cataloging, and regardless of the classi-
fication schedule used,!” while still leav-
1ng the items themselves wath their orig-
nal markings Although such a capaci-
ty would ease the retrieval of differently
classified matenal, 1t would probably
not signal freedom to reclassify whole
collections, since the confusion of pa-
trons searching one number 1n the cata-
log, and retrieving another number from
the shelves could be considerable

Classification numbers are some-
times inconsistently assigned within a
hbrary They may be consistent with
themselves while being at variance from
general practice Forexample, area col-
lections may choose to emphasize geog-
raphy over topic 1n call numbers while
the remainder of the library classifies
topic over place, Special Collections
material may be classed with locally
developed schemes, some departments
may use Dewey while others use LC,
previous standards for minuteness of
classification may have had to be re-
vised to fit with card printing or compu-
ter display capabihities, and major por-
tions of a collection, such as journals or
fiction, may be unclassified

Classification numbers grant only
one opportunity to portray the subject
content of a work. Classification num-
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bers as currently assigned must be broad
enough to encompass the subject con-
tent of an entire work A work, how-
ever, may have several identifiably dif-
ferent topics which can be denoted by
discrete subject headings As a result of
the noncorrespondence between a sin-
gle call number and multiple subject
headings, 1t might be expected that
much less on a particular topic will be
revealed through a search under classi-
fication number thanis actually present
in a catalog Kelley’s classic investiga-
tion of the usefulness of classification to
the library user bore out this expecta-
tion '8 She found that for three selected
subject headings (Beaver, Buffalo, Cor-
morant), only about one-third the num-
ber of titles found by a subject heading
search would have been found wvia a
search under the specific call numbers °
A more recent test in the Northwestern
University Library catalog yielded far
less tidy results and 1llustrates an un-
predictability of representation that de-
pends on the minuteness of the classifi-
cation scheme on a particular topic and
on the specificity of the related subject
headings In the case of “Beavers,” one
quarter the number of titles found un-
der subject heading were retrieved by
classification number, but because the
relevant Dewey number covers all Sciu-
romorpha, half the items found were on
chipmunks and praine dogs “Immor-
tality” yielded 180 titles, but a search of
the most relevant class numbers brought
to hght only 5 percent of that number A
search of “Family Size” retrieved five
times as many titles under class number
as under subject heading, but because of
the broadness of the applicable class
numbers, which encompassed such top-
ics as marnage and birth control, most
items found through the shelflist were
irrelevant to the heading The most that
can be concluded from results such as
these 1s that a class number search will
find different works than a subject head-
ing search for the same topic, but just
how they will differ cannot be rehably
predicted

Gorman has suggested that the
dichotomy between the class number as
shelving device, and the class number as
subject retrieval device could be solved
through the assignment of more than
one class number to each item One rela-
tively general number would be used for
shelving, while, to enhance the classifi-
cation retrieval potential of the data-
base, one or more precise class numbers
would be assigned as appropnate to
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express the different subject aspects of a
work 2° Aside from the unavailability of
a suitable MARC field for such num-
bers, a matter that could be remedied,
the greatest objection to the proposal
could be economic, as library staffs that
have already been relieved of even veri-
fying pre-assigned call numbers are asked
to assign multiple new numbers Per-
haps 1t 1s thought that the Library of
Congress could be prevailed upon to
assign multiple detailed class numbers
(presumably both LC and DDC) on
behalf of American hbraries, but LC
has already shown 1ts vulnerability to
economic pressures in the area of en-
riched subject access in connection with
their tnvestigation into the feasibility of
assigning PRECIS strings to their
records 2!

Classification numbers are often
not really assigned Economic restraints
combined with the wider availability of
shared cataloging have resulted 1n a
situation where classification numbers
are 1ncreasingly assigned by persons
remote from the particular hbrary’s
catalog In many hibranes, call numbers
complete with author Cutters, are sim-
ply accepted from incoming copy by
clerks who neither examine nor under-
stand them Such acceptance effectively
prevents consistent use of local classifi-
cation schemes or local emphases with-
1n a common scheme Unreviewed ac-
ceptance also means that mistakes and
differences in viewpoints and practices
from an assortment of hbrares are
incorporated 1nto a single collection
without a coordinating effort Classifi-
cation inconsistency 1s thus inevitable in
the online catalog using these numbers,
and builds potential unrehability into
call number searching

Classification numbers are not as-
signed with a view to subject searching
Unfortunately, not “every library [is]
filled with people debating the finer
points of the Dewey Decimal System 22
As Gorman has observed, hbranans in
the United States are predominantly
uninterested 1n classification theory,
and are instead concerned with storage
and retnieval of individual items 23 This
outlook and the widespread acceptance
of practices such as “mark and park”
and nonreclassification have contributed
greatly to a general demigration of care
taken 1n classification It contributes to
inexactitude 1n classification, whichis a
problem for the quality of class number

retrieval, and to altering the profile of
processing staffs in hibraries, whichis a
problem for hibraries being able to per-
form additional or more exact classifi-
cation It 1s an axiom of organizations
that once a function has ceased to be
performed, or a particular duty has
been rehinquished, especially if staff
have been surrendered or diverted to
other tasks, 1t 1s difficult to begin 1t
again Even if classification were imme-
diately and overwhelmingly recognized
as a top prionty for subject access in
onhne catalogs, there 1s a considerable
inertia of present practice and staffing
to overcome in order to achieve the
desired end

Classification number structure 1s
not so well suited to machine searching
as might be thought. Possibly because
classification schemes are composed
mainly of numbers and other symbolic
devices, and because in spite of our
knowledge to the contrary, they seem to
be formed on a theoretical basis, 1t may
appear that class numbers are better
suited for machine manipulation than
are words or text strings Several fac-
tors, however, make computer manipu-
lation less simple than might be thought

Linuted effectiveness of truncation
Many online catalogs allow users to
generalize a search or to compensate for
insufficient confidence 1n a search term
by means of truncation Thus a user
unsure whether material will be entered
under “aeronautics” or “aeronautical”
can search a truncated “aeronautick”
where # signifies a truncation) and re-
tnieve both The usefulness of truncating
words, of course, depends on the words them-
selves Not until “aeronautic” 1s trun-
cated to 1ts first letter, for instance,
will 1t retrieve “airplane” in the same
search Truncation of class numbers
might seem to be even more useful than
truncation of words, but it too is subject
to hmitations The predominant diffi-
culty with the truncation of LC numbers
1s caling up a far too general result Off-
target retrieval can also be a problem
For example, truncation of the LC call
number for volleyball (GV1017 V6)
would retrieve first works on other spe-
cific minor ball games (GV1017), then
polo (GV1010-1011), and no amount of
truncation would broaden the search to
general works on ball games (GV861)
Despaite its deceptively more theoretical
appearance, truncation of Dewey num-
bers 1s even less successful than short-
ening LC numbers 24 Satisfactory per-
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formance of a subject search using
truncated class numbers from either LC
or Dewey would require at least a copy
of the schedule, and would be greatly
assisted by a basic understanding of the
structure of the classification scheme

Inconsistency of character strings
Anarea in which Dewey numbers might
seem to have special advantages 1n
machine searching is in the consistent
use of certain strings of characters to
denote particular concepts Unfortu-
nately, although a certain amount of
correspondence does exist within the
system, it does not hold constant through-
out the schedules For instance, while
the 300s do house the social sciences,
and persons occupied with the social
sciences are denoted with numbers be-
ginning with 3 in Table 7 (Persons), “3s”
are used for parts of the Ancient World
1n Table 2 (Areas), and for Nordic Peo-
ples in Table 5 (Racial, Ethnic, National
Groups) The combination 012 1s used
to indicate classification of pmlosophy
in Tables 1 and 3, but “nonaborigines”
in Table 5 LC classification schedules
have much less correspondence than
Dewey, and notation conventions that
may hold constant 1n a particular class
(in G, for example, numbers with a
fourth digit of 4 or 9 indicate a city or
part of a city, while numbers whose
fourth digit 1s 2 or 7 are for geographic
regions or features) are not necessarily
repeated 1n any other schedule or class
While such noncorrespondence of char-
acter combinations does not preclude
successful class number searching any
more than textual searching is precluded
by disparately spelled synonyms, 1t does
not constitute any particular advantage
of classification searching over subject
term searching

Searchability of numbers Compu-
ter technology has made substantial
advances since hibraries started using it,
and operations that can be performed
affordably and seemingly instantaneous-
ly by machines within the reach of indi-
vidual hbranes today would have placed
significant burdens on some of the larg-
est computers of the early 1960s In the
milieu of older, less competent and
more expensive computing machines,
exploration of means of information
retrieval via terms such as class numbers
that employ a hmited character set
seemed imperative While 1t 1s still true
that a computer can more easily per-
form searches on a restricted list of
symbols than it can on the entire ALA
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character set, the advantage of numbers
18 not nearly so great as it used to be, and
the need to devise an acceptable compu-
ter searching method using numbers has
lost 1ts urgency

Proposals for Action

The hmitations enumerated above
have nat gone unnoticed by the propo-
nents of online catalog access via class
number, but the view of visionaries 1s
apt to be long, and supporters have
made a number of suggestions for ac-
tions that would increase the likelthood
and effectiveness of class number re-
trieval 1n the future

A first priority for many 1s making
the major classification systems availa-
ble 1n machine-readable form, and relat-
ing them to each other, to their own
previous editions, and to the commonly
used subject heading hists 2% If such data

“It has been seen that mere
ability to retrieve an item by
its call number has limited
usefulness, and unless the
problems of past
practice...can be overcome,
even the ability to browse the
shelflist will have
restricted applications.”

1s to be useful to online catalog users,
however, it needs to be incorporated
into those catalogs, and for this to be
possible, a MARC or MARC-like au-
thorities format for classification num-
bers needs to be devised Neither the
creation of such a format, nor the intel-
lectual coordination of classification
numbers, nor the input of data 1s a mat-
ter of a few months’ work A major
commitment of funds and staff would
be required for original creation of the
structure, as well as for its continued
upkeep Incorporation of the resultant
data into the onhne catalog would also
pose significant programmung challenges

Another proposal 1s that there be a
differentiation between the use of clas-
sification numbers 1n shelf arrangement
and their use as subject retrieval devices,
and that numbers be assigned for both
purposes In addition to the finer sub-
ject analysis that multiple class numbers

would make possible,2¢ other reasons
for making a distinction between shelf
and catalog access include the increas-
1ng amounts of materials which may be
available only through online retrieval
systems, and which therefore do not
constitute shelving problems 27 The
multiplicity of media 1n which infor-
mation 1s being disseminated makes
classified intershelving a practical impos-
sibility and makes retrieval systems such
as the online catalog the only remaining
tools for classified access 226 In fact,
browsing the onhne catalog via call
number as an alternative to browsing
the shelves seems hikely to become almost
as much an assumed part of the future
of catalog access?? as Boolean operators
have become But hke the siren of
Boolean searching, which 1s widely
listened to by designers, but 1s so far not
all that heavily or well used, call number
browsing 1s not necessanly easily imple-
mented, 1t 1s not without costs, and 1t
may not be easy to use 30 At the most
basic level, despite the fact that some
suggestions for revisions tn MARC fields
to enhance classification retrieval have
begun to be seen, accommodation of
extra class numbers would require alter-
ations in the bibhographic formats, and
such alterations are generally neither
easily nor speedily made 3!

Conclusion

It 1s likely that most online catalog
designers could bring up some sem-
blance of call number or even classifi-
cation access relatively soon if the de-
mand for the service were great enough,
but 1t has been seen that mere ability to
retrieve an item by its call number has
limited usefulness, and unless the prob-
lems of past practice, format hospitah-
ty, shortage of staff, etc can be over-
come, even the ability to browse the
shelflist will have restricted applications
Although Cochrane and others urge
that hibraries not get “bogged down by
the idiosyncracies of our present sys-
terns”,3? the future of classification ac-
cess must take into account not only
present and past systems and practices,
but also libraries’ ability to alter them
No matter how willing catalogers might
be to provide enhanced subject access
through better, and possibly multiple
classification numbers, only so much
work can be accommodated by existing
staff, and no matter how well new class
numbers are assigned, the problems of
older records will stll need to be ac-
knowledged Some problems, such as
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the connection of related, though obso-
lete or “extra-systemic” numbers may
be solvable, aithough at considerable
expense, through creation of machine-
readable and interrelated classification
schemes, and their incorporation into
bibliographic databases Others, such
as unrigorous assignment of class num-
bers, or blind acceptance of numbers
assigned by others, may simply have to
be lived with

The automation of hbrary proces-
ses and catalogs has developed at an
astonishing rate 1n the last two decades,
and with a success record that could
lead an optimist to beheve that anything
1s possible But workable and generally
accepted standards for online catalog
access to textual entry fields such as
authors, titles, and subjects are still far
from settled at the national, library, or
system level Given the expense and
time that may be involved 1n completing
work on this type of access for which the
demand 1s clear, and whose usefulness is
not subject to question, 1t must be asked
if the diversion of attention and funds to
onhne classification searching 1s wise
The need for it 1s not so well established,
and 1ts ultimate success 1s so dependent
on major expenditures, reallignment of
cataloging practices and policies, and
alteration 1n staffing patterns

A mimmum requirement for an
onhne catalog is that it afford at least as
good access to information as the card
catalog Online subject searching by
classification number would offer an
approach to information well beyond
the capabilities of card catalogs, and 1t 1s
undoubtedly worth aiming for Provid-
1ng this avenue of access should form a
part of our long-term speculations and
plans, but it presents complex problems
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of programming, funding, bibliographic
instruction, and more Quick solutions
will not be complete Complete solutions
will not be inexpensive Onhne classi-
fication access belongs on our prionty
list, but not yet at the top
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