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Why do I like tables of contents in catalog records? Simply because they help patrons and librarians find 

the material we need. 

I grew up with card catalogs – and I’m a librarian – so I’m used to thinking about fields like author, title, 

and subject. And even I default to keywords searching when I use a library catalog. The generation that 

grew up with Google is all the more likely to search by key words. 

Including tables of contents as searchable key words in a catalog record will improve access to chapters 

within books that many users would otherwise overlook. 

Throughout the process, it’s important to balance costs with expected gains. A little bit of help to 

researchers isn’t worth a hours and hours of staff time creating elaborate records. And if all records 

detailed contents information, then searches might retrieve too much – the books with only a few pages 

on a topic as well as those devoted to the topic.  

Having more tables of contents in catalog records might improve federated search systems. Searching a 

couple of indexes and a catalog together sometimes leads to unbalanced results: a 500-page book and a 

two-paragraph newspaper article are listed together. And the search might turn up many articles while 

missing highly relevant book chapters. If the search includes TOCs, then the books will be better 

represented. 

Below are some examples and notes. 
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Example 1: Environmental Law in Brazil 
A student wants to find some material about environmental law in Brazil. Our library collects very little 

in South American law. We have only 6 post-2000 works with “Brazil” in the subject heading. 

A keywords search for brazil* environment* yields this: 

 

Example 2: Elsie Parrish 
A professor asks Reference to locate some information about Elsie Parrish and the historical context of 

West Coast Hotel v. Parrish, 300 U.S. 379 (1937), to help him prepare for his class’s discussion of the 

case.  

A search for law review articles turns up J. Kennard Cheadle, The Parrish Case: Minimum Wages for 

Women and, Perhaps, for Men, 11 U. Cin. L. Rev. 307 (1937) and some discussions in more recent 

articles. A keywords search in the catalog adds three useful works: 



A. The Pursuit of Justice 

 

 

The link to “publisher description of this title on the Internet” takes us to 

http://catdir.loc.gov/catdir/enhancements/fy0725/2006021010-d.html, which has “Information from 

electronic data provided by the publisher. May be incomplete or contain other coding.” From the 

description, this seems to offer just what the professor wanted: 

For each case, there is an introductory essay providing historical background and legal 

commentary as well as excerpts from the decision(s); related documents such as briefs or 

evidence, with headnotes and/or marginal commentary, some possibly in facsimile; and 

features or sidebars on principal players in the decisions, whether attorneys, plaintiffs, 

defendants, or justices. 

Comment 

I clicked through because I’m a librarian and I do that sort of thing. Many users probably would miss this. 

Having it included in the record itself would be an improvement. 

http://catdir.loc.gov/catdir/enhancements/fy0725/2006021010-d.html


B. Quarrels That Have Shaped the Constitution 

 

Comment 

A few years ago, I heard about this book twice in one week, once from a colleague who had read an 

earlier edition and once from a patron who was looking for it. I saw that chapter-by-chapter access 

would be very valuable – both because people search for information about famous cases and because 

many of the authors are prominent. William E. Leuchtenburg, who wrote the chapter on West Coast 

Hotel v. Parrish, has won awards for his books on the New Deal and Roosevelt (see his profile here: 

http://us.macmillan.com/author/williameleuchtenburg). Seeing these names in the contents notes 

would help some patrons evaluate the book.  

So, after my discovery of the book, I asked our cataloging staff to add contents notes – and that enabled 

me to help the professor this spring.  

C. Landmark Briefs and Arguments  

 

Comment 

Catalogers will recognize that this record has no contents note. But I include it as an example because 

this record stems from the same impulse as contents note. 

http://us.macmillan.com/author/williameleuchtenburg


Reference librarians thought that this set was underused. A patron looking for information about a case 

would have to know about the set’s existence in order to check to see whether that case’s briefs were 

included – and few people did. Moreover, as we were planning our move to a new building, the set 

would be out of the Reference Area, so reference librarians would be less likely to walk patrons to it to 

help them check.  

We asked whether Cataloging could do anything to improve access. Creating full records for hundreds of 

volumes would take a tremendous amount of staff time. There were far too many cases to cram them 

all into one huge contents note for the set as a whole. The solution was brief records that would provide 

access by case name. (The records are in OCLC, by the way, so other libraries could easily add them.)  

The bulk of the project was accomplished in early 2004, and now new brief records are added as new 

volumes arrive. 

Our cataloging staff also created individual records for all of the Tax Management Portfolios, providing a 

big boost to access.  

Example 3: Law Stories 

 

Foundation Press’s Law Stories series has law professors and other experts present the stories of 

prominent cases in different subjects – often the cases that are covered in law school classes. They offer 

historical perspective and interesting details about the players involved. The books – or chapters from 

them – are sometimes assigned for class, but they also make good reading on their own. 



Our library adds contents notes for each book in the series: 

 

Comment 

Adding this information to the catalog record does not require much staff time for the improved access 

it provides. 

Wouldn’t access be better if someone went in and added more information? For instance, the record 

might enhance each chapter title to include the full case name and citation: 

Governing law: the story of Erie [Erie Railroad v. Tompkins, 304 U.S. 64 (1938) 

Answer: yes, access would be even better then. But probably not enough better to merit the extra work.  



Example 4: ,Á×ÙÅÒÓȭ %ÔÈÉÃÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ 0ÕÒÓÕÉÔ ÏÆ *ÕÓÔÉÃÅ 

 

 

 

Comment 

The contents note in the catalog record is not nearly as detailed as the TOC from the Library of Congress, 

which is not searchable and requires patrons to click through.  

The catalog record includes “chapters” – but one might want access to the divisions within the chapters, 

which in other books might be called chapters themselves (“Why Does the ABA Promuolgate Ethical 



Rules?” by Richard Abel, pp. 25-36; “Beyond Monopoly: Lawyers, State Crises, and Professional 

Empowerment,” by Terence C. Halliday, pp. 37-46; etc.). Having all of that detail in the contents note 

would create an overwhelmingly long catalog record. 

One unfortunate aspect of these links to tables of contents and publishers’ descriptions is that some 

users are misled into thinking that the “Electronic Resources” promised will be the whole book: 

 

Once they click, they see that it’s not, but I’ve heard the disappointment in a user’s voice: “Hey, this 

must mean the book’s online” “No, it’s a link to the table of contents.” “Ohhh.” 


