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Resource Description and Access:

Uncertainty, Potential, and Necessary Change
Ryan Foster
Library and Information Science professionals in the 21st century are faced with the formidable challenges of establishing bibliographic control over information resources in an era of digital revolution.  Many new methods of information access, creation, and sharing have emerged in this digital age, empowering individuals and societies in ways never before possible. Internet connectivity along with the proliferation of digital media has had a transformative effect on cultures around the world, while also bringing into question the relevance of certain institutions as well as their capacities for change. 

Libraries and cataloging agencies in particular have been engaged in debate regarding the implementation of new cataloging standards to replace what many consider to be an antiquated set of rules. These new cataloging guidelines, known collectively as Resource Description and Access (RDA), represent a move in the right direction for the cataloging establishment, which must necessarily embrace change in anticipation of future trends. RDA, when compared to its predecessor AACR2 (Anglo-American Cataloguing Rules, Second Edition), is more suitable for cataloging digital resources and meeting the needs of modern users. Feelings of uncertainty within the cataloging community will naturally subside as the RDA standards are further tested, refined, and implemented. 
Before examining the specifics of the RDA standards it is necessary to discuss the ways in which user research behavior has changed in the new millennium. A JISC-funded report has found that keyword searching via online search engines is now the dominant information seeking behavior within student populations. Academics and researchers as well are becoming increasingly reliant on digital content to meet their information needs, locating electronic resources such as E-Journals through online services that are expected to provide immediate accessibility. Even more significant is evidence suggesting that students and researchers tend to “power browse” when searching for information, viewing and extracting only the most relevant sections within an electronic resource and then quickly moving on. JISC’s briefing paper offers several suggestions for responding to these trends in user behavior, given that libraries are still perceived as collections of physical materials rather than providers of electronic resources. Academic libraries in particular are asked to consider the ramifications of these findings, which may encourage library institutions to implement systems that emulate popular internet services and search engines. Libraries are challenged to provide seamless access to a much wider selection of digital resources if they are to keep up with the needs of contemporary users. (Conway, & Dickey, 2010)

Resource Description and Access represents a collective attempt to update and refine cataloging standards for the 21st century, while remaining flexible enough to accommodate future digital content formats. RDA is based upon the conceptual models FRBR (Functional Requirements for Bibliographic Records) and FRAD (Functional Requirements for Authority Data), both of which focus on relating data to user needs and establishing bibliographic relationships between information resources. AACR2, first published in 1978, is based upon the International Standard Bibliographic Description (ISBD) and the concept of ‘single item’ cataloging, “although single-item covers multi-piece resources such as multi-volume works, serials and kits” (Chapman, 2010, p.211). In essence, the RDA standards focus on describing the intellectual/artistic content of resources (while developing relationships between them), whereas AACR2 descriptions are fundamentally based upon the format of information resources (and aligned with the ISBD). 

Resource Description and Access does not cover the presentation and display of bibliographic data, instead relegating optional ISBD formatting instructions to an appendix. The MARC (Machine-Readable Cataloging) encoding standards have been omitted from the bulk of RDA as well, relegated to appendices that demonstrate mapping from MARC21 format to RDA. These decisions along with other design elements serve to maintain “a clear line of separation between the recording of data and the presentation of data”, as RDA has been “developed only as a content standard rather than as an encoding standard” ("Joint steering committee," 2010). Since RDA is aligned with the FRBR conceptual model and does not prescribe encoding instructions, cataloging agencies will essentially be able to “create metadata records for a variety of existing and emerging resources using principle based rules without the need to re-catalog existing records” (Hitchens, & Symons, 2009, p.692). The intrinsic flexibility of RDA may facilitate the transition of library data onto the Semantic Web, as metadata created using RDA standards can be expressed in other encoding schemas (such as MARCXML) to ultimately improve the accessibility of data on the internet (Hart, 2010, p.81). 

One of the goals of the Joint Steering Committee for Development of RDA (JSC) is to ensure that the RDA standards remain as compatible as possible with existing records created under AACR2. The notion that RDA implementation will upset a significant percentage of existing records is dispelled within the ‘frequently asked questions’ section of the JSC website, which states that “any instance where incompatibility might exist would be scrutinized very carefully before recommending a change” ("Joint steering committee," 2010). During initial development the JSC had also decided that “A broader focus and more explicit connection to the metadata community” was necessary, following from the FRBR conceptual model with its emphasis on entity-relationship analysis and user needs (Hart, 2010, p.4). 

Both the FRBR and FRAD conceptual models use the entity analysis approach to database design, which involves identifying information resources relevant to user needs (entities) and then defining relationships between those entities, as previously mentioned. FRBR divides entities into three groups representing 1) information resources, 2) those responsible for the creation and production of those resources, and 3) the subject analysis performed by catalogers to allow access to resources. Group 1 entities in FRBR are further differentiated into four levels – works, expressions, manifestations, and items – with the intention of separating the existence of resources into conceptual and physical instances of being. The FRAD model defines how authority and bibliographic entities are related and is also divided into three main groups to represent 1) bibliographic entities, 2) name and identifier entities, and 3) controlled access points. By defining and differentiating multiple levels of bibliographic existence these conceptual models allow for fewer redundancies and enhanced utility of records created by contemporary cataloging agencies. Furthermore, the comprehensive set of relationships that can exist between entity levels within these sophisticated resource description structures will ultimately enhance bibliographic control in the digital world. (Hart, 2010, pp.9-28)  

The potential of these conceptual models as expressed through RDA has yet to be fully realized, however there are many other ways in which RDA represents an improvement over the AACR2 standards. Perhaps the most pressing issue that the JSC initially responded to was the Anglo-American bias present in AACR2, which had been developed as a tool for English-language-based catalogs. Similar biases to other languages within cataloging establishments around the world stymied the development of internationally accepted practices. The Chapman article nicely summarizes the changes in RDA regarding this issue, explaining that “the Anglo-American bias has been largely removed and RDA mandates the use of the language and script preferred by the agency creating the record”. (Chapman, 2010, p.212)  

The vocabulary of RDA has also been updated from analogous terms found in AACR2; for example the word “resource” has been adopted throughout the RDA standards as it is broad enough to accommodate new information formats with less need for revision. Latin expressions that were previously abbreviated in AACR2 (such as sine loco) have been replaced with spelled out words – distancing RDA further from the status quo but providing greater accuracy and clarity. The abbreviation of sine loco (s.l.), for example, “could be used for either ‘place not recorded’ or ‘place not known’ which are two entirely different statements” (Chapman, 2010, p.212). The restrictive “Rule of Three” pertaining to statements of responsibility has been made optional from AACR2 to RDA, as the new standards are designed to facilitate the establishment of multiple access points. Names are now recorded in a single statement of responsibility, following from RDA’s principle of transcribing information as it appears on the resource (Hart, 2010, p.40).

Many of the decisions made by the JSC were initially seen as controversial within the cataloging community, with both opponents and proponents of RDA expressing uncertainty about the future of cataloging practices. Michael Gorman, one of the authors of AACR2, unsurprisingly took issue with the new developments in cataloging, arguing that the use of the FRBR model as the foundation for RDA represents the “exaltation of theory over practice” (Gorman, 2007, pp.64-65).  Others declared that the syntax of ISBD is “much too important a part of cataloging to be relegated to an appendix in RDA”, even though it could be argued that references to ISBD syntax within the online version of RDA may be sufficient (Bianchini, & Guerrini, 2009, p.115). Some professionals also believe that RDA must go further in establishing a truly international set of standards, as many cataloging agencies around the world may not have the resources to record descriptions in the original language or script of a work. Such agencies would then revert to the alternative of transliteration in their preferred language, and may ultimately avoid using the RDA guidelines for cataloging (Seikel, 2009). 
Research Description and Access was published on June 22, 2010 regardless of controversy – which always accompanies a change in the status quo – and it is now time for cataloging agencies to begin preparing for transition. Since RDA will affect all libraries, it is imperative that these institutions develop comprehensive implementation plans that address the following concerns: timeline, budget, and training (Hart, 2010, p.79). Specially priced access to the online version of RDA is offered by its publishers “to allow for training of current and future catalogers and metadata professionals” ("Rda toolkit pricing," 2010). However, libraries must first make the decision between the print version or the online RDA Toolkit, which “represents an ongoing budget item while the print edition is a one-off cost” (Hart, 2010, p.80).       
At the time of this writing (April 2011), the US National Libraries Test Coordinating Committee should be preparing to release a report based on the findings of a three-month evaluation of RDA and the online product. General adoption of RDA is not expected to commence until after the results of this testing period have been released, possibly during the summer of 2011 or later (Hart, 2010, p.80). Until then, the cataloging community will likely continue to feel uncertainty regarding the transition from AACR2 to RDA, as indicated by the responses to a survey of catalogers and their feelings/knowledge of RDA. Most of the respondents expressed feelings of uncertainty (62%) and curiosity (43%) regarding the implementation of RDA, with feelings of resignation (34%) and interest (34%) close behind (Sanchez, & Gorman, 2010, p.23). Even more worrisome are the responses to a question regarding RDA’s cost efficiency in relation to cataloging results and immediate utility: nearly half (46%) of the respondents felt that RDA will not be cost effective in relation to those factors (Sanchez, & Gorman, 2010, pp.33-34).
In closing, the atmosphere of uncertainty and controversy that has accompanied RDA from its inception to release should not be used as an argument against necessary change. The status quo represented by the AACR2 cataloging standards – which were developed by and for catalogers in the card-catalog era – has not held up against the conditions of the digital age. Ever-changing digital formats and user research behaviors demand a collective response from the cataloging community that RDA has been explicitly designed to provide. RDA offers enhanced accessibility, compatibility, flexibility, and utility, as well as the capability to support cataloging practices all over the world. For these reasons, as described on the preceding pages, RDA will necessarily gain acceptance as its potential is realized on an international scale.   
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