US RDA Test Forum for Test Partners
July 12, 2009

ALA Annual Conference, Chicago, Ill.

Attending from US RDA Test Coordinating Committee:

Chris Cole (NAL; committee co-chair), Dianne McCutcheon (NLM; committee co-chair); Beacher Wiggins (LC; committee co-chair); Diane Boehr (NLM), Michael Esman (NAL), Susan Morris (LC), Regina Reynolds (LC), Barbara Tillett (LC)

Attending from OCLC, Inc.: Glenn Patton

All but three of the selected partner institutions for the US RDA Test were represented at this meeting.
Overview of the US RDA Test Selection Process:  Beacher Wiggins distributed a list of selected test partners and explained the criteria that the Coordinating Committee applied in making the selections.  [The list is available on the US RDA Test Web site at http://www.loc.gov/bibliographic-future/rda].  The main consideration was ensuring that the testers would be a representative cross-section of the U.S. bibliographic access community.  Selected formal test partners therefore include consortia, book vendors/jobbers, and library school educators, as well as representatives of archives and large and small public, academic, school, government, and special libraries.  One consideration was the level of staff that each potential partner could assign to the testing, because the Coordinating Committee intends to test RDA for both original and copy cataloging.  The Coordinating Committee also ensured that the test would reflect a range of current cataloging codes, including AACR2, DACS (Describing Archives: A Content Standard), and specialist cataloging rules, and several of the most common communication formats--MARC 21, MARCXML, and DCMI (Dublin Core).  If any institutions that are not part of the formal test have their own access to RDA Online, they will be welcome to create and submit RDA records to the Coordinating Committee, to increase the nationally shared body of records.  The entire body of RDA records will be made available to the library and vendor communities for use in exploring how RDA records behave in various systems.

Review of US RDA Test Methodology: Wiggins summarized the goals and proposed methodology of the US RDA Test.  The US RDA Test Coordinating Committee sees the test being carried out in three phases, each lasting approximately three months.  In the first phase, to begin as soon as RDA Online is released, testers will become familiar with the content, functionality, and navigation of RDA Online.  In the second phase, test partner institutions will create catalog records.  For a core set of 25 resources to be identified by the Coordinating Committee, test partners will create both an RDA record and a record using the rules they currently apply.  (It is essential that no individual create records using both RDA and a current code for the same resource.)  For each record in the core set, testers will complete a questionnaire designed to elicit information about qualitative aspects of using RDA.  Test partners are also committed to producing a minimum of 25 additional records, applying only RDA, for resources they normally acquire.  The additional records will provide a base of experience with using RDA to describe resources in many different formats.  The third phase of the test allows three months for the Coordinating Committee to oversee a review and analysis of the records and prepare recommendations to the management of LC, NAL, and NLM.  With the initial release of RDA Online expected in November 2009, the timeframe for the US RDA Test is approximately January through September 2010.

Wiggins said the Coordinating Committee was now considering how to collect and share the records and other data that the test partners will produce.  The core set of records would be distributed, and vendors and other organizations would be able to use the data without restrictions.  Chris Cole said that the Coordinating Committee was interested in receiving as many additional RDA records as possible in order to enlarge the pool of test data, but was mindful of the resource constraints that all test partners faced.

Wiggins said that the Committee of Principals had promised to keep the British Library, Library and Archives Canada, and the National Library of Australia--the group of national libraries that has already announced intentions to implement RDA--informed of the progress of the US RDA Test. [Wiggins represents the Library of Congress on the Committee of Principals, the governance body for AACR2 and RDA.]

Wiggins summarized the meeting of the US RDA Test Coordinating Committee and ILS vendors, held earlier on July 12.  Don Chatham of ALA Publishing and Nanette Naught of IMT, Inc., the RDA Online developer, also attended. A major theme of that meeting was that the vendors thought their systems could make the changes necessitated by the MARC 21 changes that MARBI had approved in order to accommodate RDA.  The changes that would be needed in order to make optimal use of the workflows embedded in RDA Online posed more of a challenge, particularly since the vendors had not seen the workflows before the start of the Annual Conference.  

The ensuing discussion covered the following topics:

--Will the test aim for consistent application of RDA options by all testers?  Many participants at this meeting felt that the test would have more validity if all testers did the same thing, while others pointed out that allowing each partner to make decisions on options would produce more information about how the new instructions are interpreted and applied.  One proposal was to have the testers apply the options consistently for the core set of test records while making their own choices on options when creating additional test records. The additional resources may be more difficult to describe and may involve more option decisions.  It would be valuable to be able to assess the impact of allowing leeway in applying various options on the shareability of records among institutions and systems.  Another approach, for testers whose current code is AACR2, might be to strive for consistent application of the RDA options that most resemble the options chosen in implementing AACR2.  It was suggested that the first month of the three-month first phase of the test could be used to arrive at a consensus of the test community about options.  Another participant suggested that the Coordinating Committee consult system developers about each option.  Whatever approach is finally adopted for the test, it will be important for each individual who creates records in the test to complete a questionnaire for each record; among other factors, the questionnaire will elicit information about option decisions.

--The order in which core set resources are described could distort the test results, because of the learning curve with new cataloging instructions, staff fatigue, and so forth.  The Coordinating Committee will therefore ask testers to report the order in which resources were described.  It was likely that the test design would call for testers to submit their records as they were created rather than in a single batch.

--A test partner recommended that the test include a measure of the time expended by professional staff in training support staff in their own organizations. [The Coordinating Committee has added this point to the list of Evaluative Factors.]

--What kind of training would be provided to test partners in the initial three months of the test?  Wiggins replied that the Coordinating Committee could not send trainers to individual institutions.  Audience members suggested that the Committee develop online training tools, perhaps using voice-over-internet protocol, to present training modules on various RDA instructions.  Barbara Tillett said that beginning in September 2009, the LC Policy and Standards Division (PSD) would post the training materials that it was developing on its public Web site.  Also, the joint LC/PCC LCRI/RDA Task Group chaired by PSD cataloging policy specialist Bob Hiatt was charged with identifying those LC Rule Interpretations whose content should be retained (in some form) in the RDA environment and as well as which RDA options require consistent application by PCC members.  The Task Group’s results should be available in September. The Joint Steering Committee for Development of RDA would post changes from AACR2 to RDA on its Web site. 
RDA Test Evaluative Factors: The Coordinating Committee in June drew up a list of factors to be evaluated by the test.  The factors are grouped in the categories of record creation, record use, training and documentation needs, use of the RDA Online tool/RDA content, systems and metadata, technical feasibility, local workflows, and costs and benefits.  Wiggins distributed copies at the meeting and welcomed comments from the test partners, either at this meeting or via email to his assistant, Susan Morris (smor@loc.gov).  Comments included:


--Add an evaluative factor, “Are there resources that can be described using RDA that could not be described using earlier codes?”  [Done.]

--Since the test must be carried out in the current technological environment, it cannot be definitive about the full potential of RDA. System developers may be able to provide some feedback on how they see RDA in future technological environments.


--Add an evaluative factor, “How much time is needed for consultations over rules when creating records with the earlier cataloging code?”  [Done.]

--Consider testing copy cataloging with copy consisting of RDA records.  On the other hand, it might be better to avoid copy cataloging since there will not be a large body of RDA records by the time the test begins; however, some libraries will implement RDA as soon as it is released, so there should be at least some records available for copy.  Libraries will want to know whether they can begin with AACR2 copy and finish it as RDA records.    Wiggins said that the US RDA Test Coordinating Committee would revisit the question of how to assess copy cataloging.


--Each test institution should expect to receive one copy of RDA Online, except for the consortia, which be issued enough accesses for all members to work simultaneously.


--The test should compare time needed to describe resources using RDA and earlier codes for many more formats.  [Evaluative factors have been added for 22 additional “formats” that may be described in addition to the core test set.  The “formats” were mostly derived from the RDA carrier types.  More formats can be added to the list of evaluative factors; it is not intended to be exhaustive.]

--The section on “Record Use” in the Evaluative Factors list is very skimpy and subjective.  Wiggins agreed and thought that anecdotal reports from end users would be important to give a full picture of end users’ experience with RDA.
Basecamp Accounts: Chris Cole described the capabilities of Basecamp, the collaborative Web-based work space that is being used by the US RDA Test Coordinating Committee.  He would establish Basecamp accounts for each test partner and for their system vendors; in general he preferred to establish one account per institution or organization, with the exception of the GSLIS consortium, which includes testers who work across the country.

Blacklight will be added to the list of system vendors for the ILS Test.


Cole reminded all test participants that criticism of proprietary software should not be stated in a public forum; Basecamp would be considered public.  If testers encounter a problem using RDA in their cataloging system or OPAC, they should report it to their system vendor and should not share reports of the problem without the vendor’s consent.


In addition to Basecamp accounts, the Coordinating Committee intends to establish an email account for testers to ask questions and conduct consultations during the test.

MARC 21 Changes and Working in OCLC:  The MARC 21 changes include a value for “RDA” in subfield “e” of the 040 field.  This could pose a problem if an institution also planned to created test records using another code, e.g. the newly revised descriptive codes for rare materials.

Glenn Patton of OCLC, Inc., said that OCLC intended to implement all the MARC 21 changes that had been approved through the end of the ALA 2009 Annual Conference.  In reply to a question from the audience, he said that OCLC staff were still considering how test records would be created in OCLC; using the OCLC Review file was a possibility.

