Teaching Cataloging in the Czech Republic

By Richard Sapon-White 

In 1989, the Velvet Revolution witnessed the downfall of communism in the Czech Republic and the beginning of a new era for Czech libraries and librarians.  Nevertheless, cultural change happens slowly.  Through my experiences teaching in Prague earlier this year, I have learned a great deal about both the enormous progress made in the past 16 years as well as the challenges still facing the library world in this beautiful Central European country.

After fourteen years as a cataloger in academic libraries, I was interested in taking a sabbatical from my position as head of monographs cataloging at Oregon State University.  I contacted Richard Papik, director of Charles University’s Institute of Information Science and Librarianship (Ústav informačních studií a knihovnictví or UISK), asking if I might teach his library school students something of the wisdom I felt I had gained in my years of cataloging.  With his letter of invitation, I applied in mid-2003 for a Fulbright Scholarship to lecture at UISK.  Notification of the award came in March 2004 and, with my family in tow, I arrived in Prague in February, 2005.

UISK is the premier library school in the republic, offering baccalaureate, master’s, and doctoral degree programs.  It is located at the Jinonice campus in southwestern Prague along with other departments of Charles University’s Philosophical Faculty. With nearly five hundred students and fifteen faculty members, the institute is the largest library school in the country and the only one with a doctoral program.  Of the three other library schools in the Czech Republic, only Masaryk University in Brno also offers a master’s program.  UISK focuses on information studies and librarianship, having abandoned a former concentration in rare books and manuscripts librarianship.  The institute struggles with an annual budget of $1000 for new automation equipment, supplies, and professional development for faculty.  Computers in offices and labs were a couple of years old, but well-equipped with software.  Students and faculty were up-to-date on the latest technologies.

I taught two courses: “Subject Analysis” and “Metadata for Electronic Resource Description”.  The former focused on Library of Congress Subject Headings and the Library of Congress Classification System (LCCS), two topics obviously not covered in great depth in UISK’s usual offerings in cataloging.  My hope was that students would gain a greater appreciation for thesauri and classification systems through an in-depth understanding of American ones.  At least one student, whose library was considering changing classification schemes, became convinced by the end of the class that LCCS should be adopted by the library where she worked.

The courses were taught in English, but I worried that the technical nature of the courses might be difficult for non-native English speakers.  About forty percent of Czechs speak some English; the language is more commonly spoken in Prague than elsewhere in the country.  Also, the younger the Czech, the more likely that he or she will have studied English in school.  Nevertheless, English skills were especially of concern in the subject analysis course where discussions of the nuances of subject terms and subject hierarchies are so important.  I need not have worried.  Students self-selected for both classes and I found that those with the best English skills enrolled in my courses.  To ensure greater comprehension, all PowerPoint presentations were posted to a class website for later review.  Frequent pauses during lectures allowed for questions and provided me with feedback as to whether my explanations were understood. 

Cultural confusion visited the class a few times, though not often.  In one exercise, students were to classify a book listing “Biblical baby names” (i.e., Biblical names that expectant parents might choose for their babies) with the anticipation that it would be classed with other baby name books.  However, many classed it with scholarly works on Biblical names.  Why? My students claimed that baby name books are not published in the Czech Republic so they were unfamiliar with this genre of publication.  

The metadata class provided me with the opportunity to teach a topic outside the main focus of monographic cataloging and enabled me to catch up on my reading in the field.  Together with my students, we read many articles on the web and in print on different aspects of metadata.  The students were not accustomed to classroom discussions and homework assignments, although after a couple of weeks they became familiar with my expectations for participation both in and outside of class.  Although the style of university instruction is changing, the older style of the professor lecturing and students taking notes is still commonly found in Czech academia.  Evaluation of students was done using written midterm and final examinations.  The usual method of evaluation for most classes there is an oral examination with a panel of professors.  

I was most fortunate that the Fulbright grant also allotted funds for the purchase of textbooks and supplementary readings, which were donated to the institute’s library and kept on reserve for the classes.  The library contained a small collection of library science resources, primarily in Czech, German, and English, but with many books outdated.  Also, as with most of the libraries I visited in the country, this one had a locally-devised classification system with books shelved within classes according to accession number.  None of the libraries I visited did shelf-listing as we know it in the United States, that is, assigning unique call numbers to books usually ending in a cutter number based on main entry.  Consequently, browsing was nearly impossible as like topics were not shelved in proximity to one another.  Editions of a work were not shelved together.  The literature section had works by the same author in widely separated ranges.  Editions of AACR2 and its translations were scattered amongst books on library management, reference services, and book publishing.  My students complained that it was difficult to find books, necessitating a heavy reliance on the catalog to locate books on a single topic. In many libraries I visited, the classes used were very broad.  As a cataloger, this was perhaps the most significant difference in library culture that I experienced in the Czech Republic.

Certainly one of the reasons for shelving by accession number and the consequent lack of browsability has to do with the history of libraries in the Czech Republic.  During forty years of communism, most libraries had closed stacks since their purpose was to control the flow of information to people rather than provide access to it.  Browsing was not a priority.  To this day, many libraries continue to have closed stacks.  My students found the lecture on shelf listing of great interest. 

Czech library school graduates can expect to draw low salaries, perhaps only $400 to $500 per month if working in a library.  This is partly due to the fact that library work is women’s work and many women-dominated professions are greatly underpaid.  Consequently, about two-thirds of the graduates find better paying work in corporate information centers.  A library director can expect to earn about $1000 per month.  Many librarians, including library school professors as well as many others in the Czech Republic, hold down multiple jobs in order to earn a livelihood.

When not teaching, I was able to visit many interesting libraries.  One of the most fascinating was the Libri Prohibiti, a library of samizdat and exile literature.  Samizdat is the Russian word for “self-published” and represents the underground literature written during the Communist era.  These works were either typed in small “runs” using carbon paper or mimeographed, then distributed person-to-person.  The library holdings include more than 24,000 library units and over 1800 periodical titles and is operated by former dissident writers.
One of my most rewarding experiences was leading a game of Pamoja, the simulation game of international information flow.   Sponsored by the Multicultural Center of Prague, the session was advertised amongst librarians, library school students, and Multicultural Center employees.  The game played quite differently from the two previous times I facilitated it in Oregon.  Although my instructions for playing were given in English, the playing was done in Czech.  In the game, players are divided into “countries” which create their own culture.  During play, they try to learn about the other countries’ cultural characteristics while carrying out a building plan for libraries and museums.  Imagination and creativity make the playing of the game different each time.  In Prague, one team required visiting ambassadors to take language classes!  I assume this may reflect the Czech view that their language is difficult for foreigners to learn, keeping others from learning about and understanding Czechs and the Czech Republic.  All enjoyed playing the game immensely, wanting the session to continue beyond the allotted time.

My time in the Czech Republic was a rich, rewarding, and professionally-stimulating experience.  I know I certainly learned much more than I taught – about the country, its libraries, cataloging, and, most importantly, the people. 

For further information:

About Fulbright Scholarships: www.cies.org/us_scholars

About UISK: uisk.ff.cuni.cz

About Libri Prohibiti: libpro.cts.cuni.cz
About the Multicultural Center of Prague: www.mkc.cz

