
	

Lesson	5:		

Subject	cataloguing	and	
authority	files	
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As we mentioned in Lesson 4, Subject cataloguing focuses on what the 
item is about. 
 
Browsing the shelves, or a display of new items, might work most of the 
time and a patron can find something of interest to check out and read. 
However, if the patron is searching for material on a particular topic, some 
help is probably needed. 
 
For example, reading these titles, we know why we want to read them-- 
 

A 100-year history of Freemasonry in Beausejour, Manitoba 

A collection of histories of Masonic lodges in Germany 
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Masonic trivia 

Southern California Research Lodge, F & A.M., 1952-2002 

 
It is not so easy to figure these out, however-- 
 

A house made with hands 

Addresses 1940 

50th Anniversary 

Clunkers from the coal bin  

 
For the most effective use of these titles, and for finding ones that are on 
our particular topic, we need to be told what they are about, what their 
subject is. The same subject might apply to many titles, so the cataloguer 
uses an authorized list of subject headings, a list of ‘controlled vocabulary’ 
often called a ‘thesaurus.’ In this list can be found similar and related terms 
and any hierarchical relationships that apply to the terms.  
 
Do I need to use a controlled vocabulary? 
 
The short answer is, no. It might not be noticed by many of your patrons, 
but it would complicate things. It could mean that important items would get 
missed in any search. 
 
Let us approach the question from the reverse angle. Let us think about 
uncontrolled vocabularies. Consider, for a moment, the variety of hashtags 
being used in social media. We see many of them attached to a single 
item. If you don’t know the right one to use, a message could be missed. 
The online service, Twitter, is one example of this practice. 
 
A second example is trying to decide which search term will get me the 
answers I need— 
 Eastern Star 
 Order of Eastern Star 

Order of the Eastern Star 
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As a third example, you might know or have heard about some libraries 
that allow patrons to add their own tags to items they have read. But two 
people can have different descriptive words for the same thing, thus 
confusing other patrons looking for that item.  
 
By contrast, controlled vocabularies would help to clear up any confusion in 
the following situations: 
 

• Synonyms (two words with the same meaning) 
• Homographs (different words with the same spelling). 

 
Without a controlled vocabulary, you could see Masons and Freemasons 
being used as subjects and each giving different results in a search when, 
in reality, they should have the same results. 
 
A controlled vocabulary will include the non-preferred term [Masons] as 
well as a pointer to the preferred term [Freemasons]. This is often given in 
the following manner: 
 
 Masons 
  USE Freemasons.  
 
Depending upon the catalog you are using, you might also find this as 
 

Masons    OR Masons 
SEE Freemasons   SEE ALSO Freemasons 

 
It is possible, of course, and often true, that more than one subject heading 
is assigned to a single record. 
 
 Laudable Pursuit: A 21st century response to Dwight Smith 
  Subjects: Freemasonry -- membership 
    Freemasonry – Addresses, lectures, essays, etc. 
 
In Lesson 4, we mentioned that patrons usually search in one of two ways: 
by a ‘basic’ or keyword search, or by an ‘advanced’ search that allows the 
use of more words in various fields. Subject headings provide benefits to 
each of these types of searches. 
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How do users benefit from subject headings? 
 
While most patrons find it easier, and faster, to use ‘keyword’ searching of 
the library catalogue, we might want to point to the various benefits of using 
the ‘advanced’ search features. Not only will that improve their information 
retrieval skills, but it will also result in better, more focused, search results.  
 
i) Subject searches expand patrons’ understanding of what is 
available 
 
The Advanced Search feature allows patrons to choose to search by 
Subject. If, for example, a patron used the public library catalogue to look 
for Flowers, the search results would bring together many resources of the 
library which may include books, movies, photographs, and more.   
 
While that would be a broad range of materials, the patron might be 
interested to know what other terms are available to help narrow the search 
results. There might even be terms that had not been considered. 
 

 
 

Image courtesy of Schools Catalogue Information Service, Australia 
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ii) Subject headings as access points 
 
When a patron searches by title, or by author, or even by subject, these are 
all called Access Points. This is a term favoured by RDA [Resource 
Description and Access] because each access point assists in the user 
tasks of Find, Identify, Select, and Obtain. The use of the Advanced Search 
features of access points for subject headings and names allows the patron 
to refine any search that is being made. Of course, it helps that the library 
uses authorized lists for those subjects and names, otherwise the results 
will be limited, depending (for example) on whether the search was for 
‘Masons’ or ‘Freemasons.’ 
 
 
Choosing which subject headings to use 
 
The user tasks of find, identify, select, and obtain mean that all your work in 
the preparation of records is for the benefit of the patron. In particular, it is 
important that the subject headings that you use match the vocabulary that 
the patrons might type into their search request. 
 
The most common list for libraries to use is from the Library of Congress. 
When you search in that catalogue, you have the option of being specific 
about wanting to search only by subject. The Library has made copies of 
their headings available as pdf files: see below. 
 
Another list, used most often in school and public libraries, is the Sears List 
of Subject Headings. However, subject headings about Freemasonry are 
limited in both the LC and Sears lists. Where, then, can we turn to for help? 
We will discuss this in Lesson 6.   
 
The Library of Congress cataloguing office that creates subject headings 
has an additional product called ‘authority files’ that allows the catalogue 
and, ultimately, the users, to reap the benefits of authorised subject and 
name headings. 
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What are Authority Files? 
 
An authority is the authorised or preferred form for a heading — most often 
names and subjects — in a controlled vocabulary. An authority file is an 
index of all authority records of any given agency or library. When your 
library users perform subject searches, authority files also act as 
‘recommended searches’. It can point users to the correct subject heading 
and help them understand how to narrow or broaden their search. 
 
Look at the example below. The LC authority record for ‘Superheroes’ 
leaves no confusion as to how to use this subject heading. There is a 
definite difference between ‘Superheroes’ and ‘Heroes’, according to this 
record. This not only helps make the cataloguer’s job easier but also helps 
the library users understand the results that may come from a search for 
‘Superheroes.’. 
 

 

 
The Resource page Description Template gives the common MARC 
fields and can be copied to use with your own collection. 
 
While it is strongly recommended that your subject headings and authority 
files come from the same source, that is not possible with Masonic 
subjects: we will see LC authority terms as well as Masonic subjects in our 
records. More about that in the next Lesson. 
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Activities 
 
This is a good time to review the search options offered by different library 
programs and, as a result, notice how useful a controlled vocabulary can 
be. 
 
Use your own library’s OPAC or try out one from another library system. 
 

1] Try a keyword search for any term (such as manual or ritual)  
 
2] Now try the same search using the ‘Advanced’ approach using 
the same term with a subject. 
 
3] Compare the results. 
 
4] If the program you are using has a ‘Browse’ option, try the 
same search. 

 
As a result of doing this a few times, using different terms, you will have 
gained some insight into how the program works, and some skills in helping 
your patrons when they search the OPAC. 
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CONCLUSION 
 
At the end of this lesson you should have an understanding 

• of the importance of controlled vocabularies, 
• of subject headings, and 
• of authority files that are used in library catalogues. 

 
They each contribute to the consistency, value, and usability of your 
library’s program and its search capabilities. 
 
We now move on to Lesson 6 where we learn about classification and call 
numbers. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Further reading 
All links correct as of 15 January 2021 
 
Schools Catalogue Information Service. 2017. Subject Authority: avoiding 
the unknown unknown. Online.  

http://scis.edublogs.org/2017/03/27/subject-authority-avoiding-the-
unknown-unknown/  

 
Library of Congress Subject Headings PDF Files 
 https://www.loc.gov/aba/publications/FreeLCSH/freelcsh.html  
 
Library of Congress Authorities 
 https://authorities.loc.gov/  
 


