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Learning outcomes

● Audience will learn general trends in cataloging training throughout the years

● Potential catalogers will learn common expectations from employers in terms of 

prior experience as well as what they may expect in their training

● Administrators and those responsible for training catalogers will learn common 

issues catalogers have experienced during their training



Origins of the project

● Conversations with colleagues revealed differences in training methods for 

cataloging

● Colleagues with 30+ years in cataloging observed various training methods 

throughout the years at Binghamton University 

● What does the cataloging community have to say about these matters?



Method:
● Developed a survey of 13 questions

● Posted on Autocat, MOUG, and ALA connect

● The questions collected data from professionals who devote at least 50% of their 

time to cataloging.

● At the beginning of the survey, I defined the terms "cataloging" and "original 

cataloging" as meaning the creation of original bibliographic records in MARC21 

format.

● Received 349 responses at varying degrees of completion



1. Are you employed full time as a cataloging or 
cataloging/metadata librarian (or professional) responsible 
for original cataloging?



2. What is your job title?



3. Do you have a Master’s in Library Science?



4. What type of environment do you work in?



4. What type of environment do you work in? “Other”



5. How long have you been involved in the field of cataloging?



6. What type of practical experience did you have when beginning your first cataloging 
position? Select all that apply.



7. What kinds of professional development have you sought to improve 
your skillset? Select all that apply.



8. In your first cataloging position, how did you begin your local training in cataloging and classification? 
Select all that apply.



9. In the first few months of your first cataloging position, how often did/do you 
work one-on-one with your teacher/supervisor? Select all that apply.



10. How was your training progress monitored? Select all that apply.



11. Have you received feedback from others that your cataloging was...



12. At what point in your first cataloging position were you 
considered able to create original catalog records unsupervised?



12. At what point in your first cataloging position were you considered able to 
create original catalog records unsupervised? Answer: 2+ years



13. Onboarding for cataloging positions can include unforeseen obstacles. When 
starting your career as a cataloger, what difficulties were most prevalent for you?

Most common issue: 

57 out of 242 responded that a lack of training, supervision, or support in cataloging was the most 
prevalent issue in their onboarding.

15 responded that they had no guidance or training at all. 

“Maybe just having a consistent mentor to learn from since a cataloger can't learn everything in library 
school.” 

“The significant difference between academic coursework and day-to-day cataloging, combined with an 
(unintended) lack of mentorship or formal onboarding.”



13. Onboarding for cataloging positions can include unforeseen 
obstacles. When starting your career as a cataloger, what difficulties 
were most prevalent for you?

38 out of 242 respondents indicated that learning standards such as AACR2, RDA, MARC, ISBD was 
the most difficult aspect of their onboarding.

29 out of 242 respondents indicated that learning local practices was the most difficult aspect of their 
onboarding. (local practices contradicted national norms, were inconsistent or inefficient)



13. Onboarding for cataloging positions can include unforeseen 
obstacles. When starting your career as a cataloger, what difficulties 
were most prevalent for you?

14 out of 242 respondents cited that they were overwhelmed by information or cataloging 
documentation/tools or that they had trouble navigating cataloging tools. 

 “The hardest part was trying to sort through the vast array of documentation on standards and best 
practices.” 

“The plethora of cataloging documentation and tools, none of which were online at the time”.



13. Onboarding for cataloging positions can include unforeseen 
obstacles. When starting your career as a cataloger, what difficulties 
were most prevalent for you?

14 out of 242 respondents indicated that conflict with other employees/catalogers was the most 
difficult aspect of onboarding.

“Tendency of one supervisor, among several, to undercut my moving on to relative independence. This 
is a flaw in cataloging generally. Catalogers are like the Borg Collective (Star Trek).” 



13. Onboarding for cataloging positions can include unforeseen 
obstacles. When starting your career as a cataloger, what difficulties 
were most prevalent for you?

12 out of 242 respondents reported that learning classification, whether it be Dewey, Library of 
Congress classification, or local classification, proved to be a challenging aspect of their onboarding.

11 out of 242 respondents indicated that having enough time was the most difficult aspect of 
onboarding. 5 respondents who answered with temporal issues expressed that they had to balance 
with other duties. One wrote in that they had difficulty balancing quality versus quantity.



13. Onboarding for cataloging positions can include unforeseen 
obstacles. When starting your career as a cataloger, what difficulties 
were most prevalent for you?

10 out of 242 respondents asserted that their MLIS program was insufficient and that their classroom 
experience differed significantly from practical cataloging experience. 

According to Sheila Intner, “theory, background, and history of the various operations we call 
cataloging are best taught in academic classrooms by instructors whose business it is to know them 
thoroughly and keep up with research in all their many aspects. It is difficult to stop the work of a real 
cataloging department to explain such things, which take the time of a master cataloger but produce 
no catalog records or other immediate tangible benefits to the library.” 

4 out of 242 respondents expressed that they felt they didn’t understand the theory behind 
cataloging. Two respondents said that this was fixed when they finished their MLIS degree.



13. Onboarding for cataloging positions can include unforeseen 
obstacles. When starting your career as a cataloger, what difficulties 
were most prevalent for you?

10 out of 242 respondents reported that learning the ILS system was the most difficult part of their 
onboarding.

10 out of 242 respondents reported that subject analysis/subject headings were the most difficult 
aspect of onboarding.



13. Onboarding for cataloging positions can include unforeseen 
obstacles. When starting your career as a cataloger, what difficulties 
were most prevalent for you?

9 out of 242 respondents reported that learning how to catalog different media was the most difficult 
aspect of their onboarding experience. 

According to Sheila Intner’s article, in 2002, “most librarians graduate(d) from master’s degree 
programs with no education in cataloging nonbook titles”. 

For these 9 respondents, the average amount of years in the field is 18 years. This may be an older 
onboarding issue, as cataloging of non-book media is an increasingly important facet in library 
cataloging.



13. Onboarding for cataloging positions can include unforeseen 
obstacles. When starting your career as a cataloger, what difficulties 
were most prevalent for you?

7 out of 242 responses were related to a lack of access to necessary tools. Most of these responses 
were related to a pre-internet era.



13. Onboarding for cataloging positions can include unforeseen 
obstacles. When starting your career as a cataloger, what difficulties 
were most prevalent for you?

6 out of 242 respondents stated the lack of available positions was the most difficult aspect of their 
onboarding. 

One respondent had to move to another city ; another respondent stated that they had to move to 
another country to get a job in cataloging and metadata.

“I found it extremely difficult to be hired anywhere as a cataloger at all. Positions all seemed to either 
require an extremely entry-level clerk with no room for growth, or a person with several years' worth 
of training including a Master's, and copy + complex + original experience.”



6 out of 242 reported lack of available positions to be the most prevalent onboarding issue.

“I found it extremely difficult to be hired anywhere as a cataloger at all. Positions all seemed to 
either require an extremely entry-level clerk with no room for growth, or a person with several 
years' worth of training including a Master's, and copy + complex + original experience.”

Options for prior experience: 

paraprofessional experience, 
a cataloging and/or metadata class, 
copy-cataloging experience, 
a graduate assistantship, 
adjusted cataloging experience.

What percentage had no experience? 37, or 13% out of 
275 had no experience. 

What percentage had two or more of these aspects of 
prior experience? 165 out of 275, or 60% had two or more 
of these experiences.

What percentage had three or more of these aspects of 
prior experience? 84 out of 275, or 30% had three or more 
of these experiences. 

What percentage had four or more of these? 28 out of 275, 
or 10% had four or more of these experiences.



13. Onboarding for cataloging positions can include unforeseen 
obstacles. When starting your career as a cataloger, what difficulties 
were most prevalent for you?

5 out of 242 respondents expressed that learning authorities was the most difficult part of their 
onboarding process.

4 out of 242 respondents said learning the vocabulary of cataloging presented the most significant 
problem. 

Sheila Intner wrote about this, stating that “understanding the underlying principles on which the rules 
for doing it depend is even more difficult and is couched in its own strange language. Some instructors 
take the easy way out, teaching practice alone and answering questions about why something is done 
one way and not another with the stock phrase, “that’s how it’s done”.” According to one of the 
respondents, the most significant onboarding issue they experienced was their supervisor using this 
phrase to answer questions, which was a barrier in their learning process. 



13. Onboarding for cataloging positions can include unforeseen 
obstacles. When starting your career as a cataloger, what difficulties 
were most prevalent for you?

2 out of 242 respondents said that using foreign language skills was the most difficult aspect of their 
onboarding.



Most common onboarding issues for those with 
over 30 years in cataloging (started in 1990 or 
earlier)

8- learning specific standards like AACR2 and MARC. 

5- limited access to resources including OCLC, cataloging manuals, and reference 
resources. 

4- lack of training 

2- Lack of respect or trust in their abilities



Most common onboarding issues for those with 
20-29 years in cataloging (started between 
1991-2000)

11- lack of training

4- abundance of sources to look through

4- technology issues

4- lack of available positions

3- lack of access to cataloging tools



Most common onboarding issues for those with 
11-19 years in cataloging (started between 
2001-2009)

13- lack of training

7- learning local practices

5- having enough time / balancing with other duties 



Most common onboarding issues for those with 
10 years or less in cataloging (started in 2010 
or later)

24- Lack of training

23- Learning specific standards 

14- learning local practices



Analysis:
● Lack of institutional support or access to a supervisor was less of an issue 

for those who started in 1990 or earlier.

● Loss of technical services positions, particularly cataloging

● Shrinking budgets

● “As our profession evolves, many of us have experienced being asked to 
take on additional responsibilities.” -Sudden Position Guide to Cataloging 
and Metadata



“What needs to be borne in mind as practitioners, educators, administrators, 

and others consider the cataloging curriculum is this: So long as library 

directors and committees comprised of noncataloging department staff make 

the managerial decisions about catalogs and cataloging systems, they, too–not 

just the catalogers–need to understand the implications of their decisions 

concerning the catalog. They need to be sufficiently sensitive to the issues to 

know that the catalog is the primary reference tool used by both librarians and 

the public, and, therefore, that spending money and time on cataloging 

education and ongoing cataloging operations is, in effect, an investment in 

quality public service.” - Sheila Intner



Cataloging training in literature

● The literature on cataloging training is “voluminous”, less about 
on-the-job training

● Sheila Intner’s Persistent Issues in Cataloging Education: Considering the 
Past and Looking Toward the Future

● J.S. Hill’s “Education and training and catalogers: Obsolete? Disappeared? 
Transformed?



Cataloging training in literature continued

● Deborah Lee’s “Teaching Cataloging in a Brave New World”

● The Courtauld Institute of Art:

6-8 half day training sessions then the catalogers are expected to catalog 
using their notes as well as independent forays into the RDA Toolkit and 
MARC documentation. Cataloger takes additional training in cataloging 
topics, subject analysis, and classification. 



Immersive daylong training course according to 
number of years in the field



Immersive training course over the course of 
days according to number of years in the field



Immersive training course over the course of 
weeks according to number of years in the field



Daily supervision and correction of mistakes 
according to number of years in the field



Starting with copy-cataloging, progressing to 
adjusted cataloging, then original cataloging 
according to number of years in the field



Being self-taught according to number of years 
in the field



Expected to have enough training according to 
years in the field



Are catalogers frequently expected to already 
have enough training after only having 
coursework in cataloging?

● “...unless more credits are required to graduate or unless students can 
acquire some of the more basic coursework at the undergraduate level 
through a recognized major or minor concentration in at least half of the 
colleges and universities across the country, education for cataloging in 
the graduate LIS programs is likely to become even more general, leaving 
entry level catalogers increasingly lost at sea and requiring more training 
on the job.”



Are catalogers frequently expected to already have enough 
training after only having coursework in cataloging?

● 186 survey respondents reported that they had coursework in cataloging 
and metadata prior to beginning their first cataloging position. 

● Out of 62 answers where respondents stated they were expected to have 
enough training when beginning, 7 responded with having merely 
“coursework in cataloging/metadata”.

● 42 out of 62 who were expected to have enough training had both 
coursework in cataloging/metadata and other experiences such as a 
graduate assistantship, paraprofessional experience, and copy-cataloging 
experience.



Are immersive training courses considered still necessary 
after both graduate coursework and professional experience?



Daily for several hours training

● One colleague suggested that training they’ve seen in the past involved 
working with a supervisor daily for several hours.

● Of the 47 who answered that they worked with their supervisor daily for 
several hours, the average amount of time these respondents had in the 
field is 15 years.

● Could be read as an older method of training and could also be tied to a 
reduction in staff due to budget cuts.



Does reduction of cataloging courses mean that less catalogers 
have had coursework in cataloging and metadata?



How were catalogers who have Head, Manager, or Director in their position 
titles trained? Are there data points that differ between Heads, Managers, 
or Directors versus the rest of the respondents?



Are catalogers learning to catalog faster given several factors, 
including the availability of online resources?

● One source described the amount of time spent learning cataloging to take 
approximately 2 years. This was in the time of card catalogs.



Conclusion - some common themes
● Lack of training

● Budget cuts

● Catalogers are increasingly 
self-taught

● Cataloging positions generally 
require a great deal of prior 
experience

● Cataloging courses are generally 
taken prior to a cataloging 
position, which has remained 
consistent despite reduction in 
cataloging courses

● Catalogers generally require on 
the job training even after prior 
graduate coursework

● Learning standards is a great 
obstacle ; so is the sheer amount 
of resources to navigate



● “A well-prepared cataloging librarian needs a tripartite education. First, 
he or she should have both beginning and advanced level coursework, 
including laboratories, taken in an academic program. Second, once 
graduated, academic coursework should be followed by on-the-job 
training- training that is extensive if her or his employer has complex 
cataloging operations and systems, or less so if in-house cataloging is 
limited and uncomplicated. Third, on-the-job training should be 
augmented on a regular basis by continuing education offerings that suit 
the libraries’ and the catalogers’ needs and interests, and keep their 
knowledge up-to-date.” Sheila Intner, Persistent Issues in Cataloging 
Education



Thanks for listening!
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