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The Hispanic population has been growing at a high rate in the past two decades, 
culminating in 2007 as the largest minority group in the United States (Bernstein, 2008). 
However, the growth in population has not been isolated to just one particular region, but 
to new regions that had previously low numbers of Hispanics. Charlotte-Mecklenburg 
County, North Carolina experienced a septuplet growth rate in Hispanic population 
between 1990 and 2000, which led them to evaluate their user population, finding that 
they needed to provide a Spanish catalog. Since public libraries’ goal is information 
dissemination, this study evaluates and compares how easy it is to navigate Charlotte-
Mecklenburg’s Spanish to a county similar in size-San Francisco County, California-in 
which a large Hispanic population has existed for a longer period of time. The study 
found that although both indicated a high level of navigability, some features were not 
available to Hispanic patrons. 
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Introduction 

Throughout its history, the United States has experienced waves of people from 

different backgrounds in nationalities, religions, and ethnicities immigrating to this 

country. For example, there was an influx of Irish in the 1840s and 1850s when an 

estimated 4.5 million immigrated because of the potato blight occurring in their 

homeland. German Jews came to the United States primarily in the 1840s and 1850s to 

escape persecution (Glazier, 1998). Another significant group of peoples that have had a 

significant immigration history are Hispanics1. The beginning of the 20th century saw the 

Mexican Revolution in which thousands of Mexicans immigrated to the United States in 

order to escape the civil war that was raging in their homeland (Gonzales, 2000). The 20th 

century also saw the United States’ annexation of Puerto Rico from Spain in the Spanish-

American War in 1899. From that time forward, Puerto Ricans have migrated to the 

mainland United States in search of better jobs, particularly after WWII. During the same 

war the United States and Mexican governments made an agreement, called the Bracero 

Program, in which the latter would supply the former with labor since the United States 

was experiencing a labor shortage on account of its involvement in WWII. While the 

program was terminated in 1964 (Gonzales, 2000), it has not deterred Mexican 

immigrants wishing to enter the country. 

                                                            
1 The words “Hispanic” and “Latino” will be used interchangeably throughout this paper. 
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In fact Hispanics have continued to remain such a significant presence in the 

United States population that the government decided to add the term “Hispanic” under 

the race category in the 1970 census. The data from the census found that 4.6% of the 

population, or 9.2 million people, considered themselves to be Hispanic (U.S. Census 

Bureau, 2009). By the year 2000, the millennial census stated that the Hispanic 

population comprised 12.6%, or 35.3 million people, of the population (U.S. Census 

Bureau, 2009). Lastly, in 2008 the U.S. Census Bureau released a news report that there 

are about 45 million Hispanics, or 15% of the population, surpassing African-Americans, 

whose numbers were at 40.7 million, as the largest minority group in the United States 

(Bernstein, 2008).  

This demographic trend can also be viewed in certain states. In North Carolina, 

for example, Alamance County in 1990 had a Hispanic population of 736, which barely 

comprised 1% of their population. A decade later, nearly 9,000 Hispanics were recorded 

in the census, comprising 7% of the county population -- an increase of more than 

1,000% (Pew Hispanic Center, 2009). In 1990 Mecklenburg County was home to fewer 

than 7,000 Hispanics, or 1.3% of its total population. In 2000 the census recorded 45,000 

Hispanics out of 700,000 inhabitants-an increase of almost 600% (2009).  

 Public libraries have also noticed this trend in Hispanic growth rate in their 

communities. Michelle Boulé (2006) notes that the public library in one city, which 

wished to remain anonymous, has  provided their burgeoning Hispanic population with 

brochures in Spanish that contain information about city procedures, and has celebrated 

Hispanic holidays and hired bilingual staff to provide a comfortable means of 
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communication if patrons do not feel at ease speaking in English. However, despite these 

attempts to accommodate Hispanic users’ needs, Boulé fails to mention an important 

 aspect of library service: whether or not the library’s Online Public Access Catalog, or 

OPAC, is translated into Spanish or not. This is a very important tool for users to find 

what they need, and begs the question: are Spanish OPACs easy to navigate? It is 

imperative for public libraries to provide their users with the means to access 

information, and there are several such Integrated Library Systems (ILS) that provide the 

ability to search in different languages, including Ex Libris, SirsiDynix, and Libero. A 

quality Spanish OPAC is a vital tool that libraries need to provide equitable access to 

their clientele, allowing Hispanics who do not know English very well to understand how 

it works and be able to access information they need.  

The purpose of this study is to see if public libraries have Spanish OPACs that are 

easy to navigate and are providing Hispanic users instructions on how to use OPACs. In 

order to achieve this, one must be familiar with what attributes constitute a good OPAC. 
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Literature Review 

In the field of public librarianship, and in general, there are several important 

aspects to ensure that the library encourages first-time users to return, especially if they 

are non-native speakers: librarians’ attitudes, the layout of the library and the library’s 

location in the town or city, its resources, layout of the library’s catalog, etc. have their 

part in the users’ perception of the library. Nonetheless, how a library designs their 

catalog can be the basis on which users decide whether or not to utilize it to access their 

library’s collection. A catalog can also relay how accessible it is when a non-native 

speaker attempts to browse it. Having a poorly designed catalog can dissuade users from 

attempting to search the library’s collection and maybe even the library itself. When 

using a library’s catalog, especially for the very first time, the user may already have a 

strong feeling of trepidation when embarking into the unknown. In order to allay their 

nervousness, it would be useful to provide a catalog that is easy to navigate, has terms 

that are easy to comprehend, and requires little-to-no help from librarians to explain how 

to use it. Furthermore, there should be a version of the catalog in language(s) commonly 

found in the community so that those citizens can access the information they need. 

Spanish, for instance, is a language that is increasingly more common found throughout 

the United States and if concentrated in an area, the public library should have a Spanish 

version catalog available.  

The field of library catalog evaluation is a large one, and this literature review 

will focus primarily on the layout of the catalog as well as the words contained in it. In 

this area, there have been guidelines created by researchers based on several 

investigations. Although the suggestions from the following articles have concentrated on 
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English versions of catalogs, they may be used to help librarians to improve accessibility 

for the Spanish versions. 

One of the most influential evaluations of Online Public Access Catalogs 

(OPACs) that helped in the creation of design guidelines for OPACs was Charles 

Hildreth’s (1982) analysis of ten libraries conducted on behalf of the Online Computer 

Library Center (OCLC). These ten institutions, which included a public library, four 

small academic libraries three large academic libraries, and two bibliographic networks, 

were not selected as representative for their type of institution, but because they displayed 

an interest in the research project OCLC conducted. The institutions were required to 

have operational OPACs and a designated team member in the library whom OCLC 

could contact (Hildreth, 1982).  

Through a comparative analysis of the institutions’ interface designs, one of the 

results that Hildreth (1982) found was that there was a need for “natural” interface 

language so as to not frustrate or scare away the user, especially if they were new to the 

system. If an OPAC used some of the words that the user would use in their everyday 

vocabulary when speaking, it could make them feel more at ease with the system since 

the language on the screen could promote a sense of familiarity even if it was their first 

time using an OPAC. 

Secondly, Hildreth (1982) cited Hayes, et al. (1981) when problems of 

communication arose between computers and humans. One of those problems was when 

the user entered linguistic errors in the search line. To remedy this, Hildreth 

recommended Hayes, et al.’s solution of deriving “a set of capabilities any gracefully 

interacting system should have” when a computer attempted to mimic human-human 
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communication. In other words, OPACs should have a screen or prompt that alerts the 

user to their input error(s). In addition to this, an explanation “instructing the user how to 

best use the system's features” as it would guide the user on how to use the OPAC 

effectively. Also, there should be a screen or prompt to keep “the user informed of what 

the system is doing and why it is doing it”, making the search process transparent to the 

user (p.51). 

While Hildreth (1982) provided a list of properties for a more user-friendly 

interface design, he offered it more as a set of guidelines than a definitive list of attributes 

an OPAC needed given the myriad of viewpoints and the differences of institutions’ 

needs. Nonetheless, he stated that while doing an analysis of the lists of features that 

institutions had or lacked he noticed “a pattern of high-level categories of attributes 

recommended or prescribed for the user-oriented interface” (Hildreth, 1982, p. 58). So, 

although he claimed the listed features were not a definitive checklist, it was a highly 

suggested list to evaluate other OPACs. This unofficial checklist could provide many 

researchers with the basis to evaluate their institution’s OPACs. Furthermore, they may 

take the checklist seriously since the research was funded by OCLC, an extremely 

important and influential organization in libraries. 

 Stephan Salmon (1983) utilized Hildreth’s guidelines when he conducted a 

comparison of the characteristics of twenty systems in various United States libraries that 

were operational, some of which included LUIS, TOMUS, ULISYS, etc. (p.37). While 

the author mentioned the institutions’ names in tables, he did not explicitly state that his 

research included OPACs from universities, public and national libraries, and a hospital, 

it can be surmised from the institution names in his tables. Salmon noted that what made 
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online catalogs so “exciting” (1983, p.36) were the constantly changing characteristics, 

inviting observers and participants to describe and compare the different systems. 

Nonetheless, he then offered a warning to the readers of this study that the information 

may be out of date very quickly. 

 Salmon agreed with Hildreth in that the system should provide the user with 

specific error and help messages. However, when Salmon searched to see if the libraries 

provided Boolean search options, he failed to mention whether or not the institution 

provided help comments on how to do a Boolean search. An analysis of Boolean 

instructions would have been helpful to see how other libraries wrote their instructions.  

Salmon agreed with Hildreth in prescribing the use of “natural” language, i.e., 

language humans routinely use when communicating with each other in an informal 

setting. Salmon recommended that the language of the search system should be jargon-

free, and one may assume he was talking about the system being free from library-jargon 

even if he did not state it explicitly. 

Lastly, Salmon noted that during his analysis he found that, up until 1983, neither 

the menu option, where users were presented with options already provided for them, nor 

the command menu, where the user enters words, letters, or symbols to tell what the 

computer to do, had been dominant in searching, with some libraries providing both. 

While these options no longer pertain to current public libraries’ OPAC screens, it is 

analogous to “quick” menu screens where users are presented with the option of the most 

popular search options of author, title, keyword, and subject versus the more detailed 

screen that includes year, language, format, etc. Both the English and non-English 

version of OPACs should have these options. 
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 In their studies, both Hildreth and Salmon have attempted to give their readers a 

perspective that they believe came from a user’s point of view when commenting on 

OPAC interface design. However, it was in Markey’s (1983) article that readers heard 

what users would like in an OPAC in interviews. When the Council on Library Research 

(CLR) provided funding to conduct a study on library patrons and OPACs, one of the 

participants, OCLC, conducted  “focus-group interviews with library patron OPAC users 

and nonusers and library public and technical services staff at six libraries” (p. 381). 

These groups, which consisted of six to twelve individuals led by a moderator for an in-

depth discussion on pertinent subject areas, were created to obtain qualitative information 

on library patrons’ and staff’s needs and perceptions of OPACs.  

From the analysis of the participants’ remarks, generalizations were made about 

the library users’ and staff’s needs from and perceptions of OPACs. One finding was that 

the OPAC saved them time seeing if a book was on the shelf or not where as a physical 

card catalog could not tell them that information. Tied into this statement was the instant 

gratification another user liked about the OPAC. While most library catalogs display the 

status of an item, the latter comment has been an issue for most OPACs when a search 

has not gone according to the wishes of the user.  

One user also enjoyed the option of limiting the search; however, the discussion 

groups also yielded that the patrons felt that the subject terms they were using were either 

too broad or too narrow for the OPAC to find. Furthermore, they had trouble finding the 

right word for the subject heading search. Users wish to have cross-references (“see”, and 

“see also” references) as well so that they know which terms they could use for searching 

subject headings. These suggestions could help with instant gratification as it would 
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improve accessibility to the library’s collection- since the OPAC is providing the user 

with the suggestions on how to refine their search or with help on which terms to use.  

Another comment indicated that if one “misspelled” a word in the card catalog, it 

did not matter but could “just flip cards until you found it” (p. 383). Now patrons are put 

in the position of having to supply correct information-” when using an OPAC. Nothing 

was mentioned about a screen or prompt informing the user of their mistake as suggested 

in Hildreth (1982) and Salmon (1983)., an important feature for libraries to utilize in all 

versions of their OPAC. 

Lastly, Markey’s article notes that library patrons and staff at university and 

public libraries proposed that community information be posted on the OPAC such as 

local events in the city, continuing education courses, government and social agencies, 

job ads, dates of festivals, etc. (p. 385). By providing users a resource where individual 

events have been collected and listed in one area, the library staff can make the library 

into a place where users may think the staff cares about what is happening in the users’ 

lives.  

Fokker (1989) constructed a list of requirements that an OPAC is obligated to 

have, contrasting to Hildreth’s (1982) view that his list of what he found from the 

analyses of institutions’ OPACs should be considered as suggestions. Furthermore, the 

author used the suggested list of requirements provided by the CONDOC consortium that 

an OPAC should have in order to make it user-friendly. To do this, Fokker used the 

OPAC at the University of the Orange Free State to demonstrate how the university’s 

OPACs complied with CONDOC’s requirements.  
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One of the suggestions that he used from the consortium was that the patron 

should be relieved of “the burden of any interpretation of library procedures and 

practices”, i.e. “[t]he system should be basically self-explanatory to the user”. Fokker 

recommended that the logon screen “should consist of the pressing of a single or 

prompted key” and that passwords, user numbers, and hardware identification should be 

used in order to facilitate the user’s experience. Once the user accessed the OPAC, the 

search system should be the default screen “with self-explanatory menus to guide the user 

when necessary” (p. 5). This statement agrees with the Hildreth’s (1982), Salmon’s 

(1983), and Markey’s (1983) findings that users would like to have help and error 

messages to guide them. Nonetheless, he proposed that the “user should not be 

confronted with a bunch of cross-references or a browsing list at every input” (Fokker, 

1989). One questions the validity of this statement when users in Markey’s (1983) article 

wished an OPAC had it. Furthermore, cross-references are guides for users in order to 

suggest terms they may not have thought of.  

When searching, Fokker (1989) recommends that the “importance of spelling 

should be stressed to users” (pg. 8), supporting the findings of the three previous authors 

that this is a common problem, but he suggests that the system could do an automatic 

match of common misspellings. It is interesting to note that somebody in the 1980s, when 

the Internet was just bourgeoning, suggested an extremely useful feature that Google 

provides. Additionally, after the OPAC has found what the user entered, Fokker proposed 

that there should not be a maximum number of records displayed on the results page; 

however, the list of results may overwhelm the user looking at the sheer number of 
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records that may have come up and so it may be beneficial to have a maximum amount of 

records.  

Cherry et al. (1994) examined twelve libraries that were members of the Canadian 

Academic Research Libraries (CARL) and had their OPACs online. This study compared 

the weakness and strengths of each system the universities used to help libraries who are 

planning to go online with OPAC system selection. The authors created a checklist of 

170 features from existing literature that were all weighed equally, which limited the 

study in that the relative value of one feature may not be as important as another. Each 

question represented one feature in the OPAC. Data were collected twice by one of the 

authors between June and November of 1992 and checked against the data collected by 

an independent researcher between December of 1992 and February of 1993. The sets of 

data were checked for disagreements and any differences found were checked again. The 

resulting data reflected the status of the OPACs as of February of 1993. 

Nine OPACs allowed for Boolean searches. All twelve offered browse searching 

but only five included cross-references in the index. Cherry et al. wrote that users were 

enthusiastic “about the idea of online displays of thesaurus terms to help them choose  

broader, narrower, and related terms” (p. 183). She found out that some of the features 

most of the libraries’ OPACs were lacking were: an online “mailbox” for users to send 

suggestions, a “break” or “interrupt” key or command to stop a search, and an option for 

users to select the length of system messages. The mailbox could prove useful for users 

who may feel reluctant to speak to a staff member about the shortcomings in the system. 

Furthermore, it would also allow non-native speakers to submit their suggestions if they 

feel self-conscious about their English-speaking skills. 
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Cherry et al. followed up on the 1994 version of the evaluation of OPACs with a 

second OPAC evaluation of ten Canadian public libraries with online OPACs and twelve 

Canadian academic libraries in 1998. They were selected because they were members of 

CARL, their OPACs could be accessed via the Internet, and they represented a broad 

geographical range in Canada. Two researchers, working independently, evaluated the 

systems with the checklist. Any disagreements were resolved by checking and 

reevaluating the features on the captured screens. 

The guidelines that Cherry, et al. (1998) used recommended that abbreviations 

should be avoided in OPACs, but this recommendation was frequently ignored. The use 

of abbreviations could confuse the user, especially if it is their first time using an OPAC. 

Furthermore, agreeing with Hildreth (1982), Salmon (1983), and Fokker (1989), Cherry, 

et al. (1998) recommended that the OPAC should be free of technical library terms, such 

as “LCCN” for “Library of Congress Call Number” and “OCLC#” for “Online Computer 

Library Center Number” as the user could be unfamiliar with those words. However, 

Cherry et al. found that the majority of libraries’ OPACs used technical library terms. 

Other features that the team found to be useful to an OPAC included a “back” 

button so the user can go back to the previous record, thus allowing the user to navigate 

the results more easily. Also, because Cherry, et al. (1998) did not mention that an OPAC 

should have a “forward” button, it is unclear whether the evaluated OPACs already had a 

“forward” button. They also recommended that web catalogs should have options 

available to the user at the top and bottom of the page, which most OPAC did not have; 

however Cherry et al. failed to elaborate what those options should be.  
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A more recent OPAC evaluation was conducted by Luong and Liew (2009) on 13 

New Zealand academic libraries’ OPACs. They selected these institutions based on the 

different types of software used in New Zealand. They also say that the approach they 

took was “similar to that of Cherry et al. (1994)” and base their findings on a checklist 

(p.377). They did this to see how libraries were customizing their OPAC interfaces so 

that they could be beneficial to their users.  

The results showed that all of the libraries had advanced searching abilities such 

as Boolean searches, truncation operators, keyword and field searching. While the 

truncation operators may not be necessary in a public library’s OPAC, the others may 

provide help in broadening or narrowing the users’ searches. The researchers found that 

only one library took Fokker’s (1989) suggestion in providing a program to note 

misspellings and to alert users to them, which is extraordinary when Google has been  

providing this feature since 2000 (Google Answers). 

 Only three of the OPACs provided cross references in the results list, with one 

offering searching by barcode number. Furthermore, language translation and thesaurus 

features were not found in most OPACs, tools that users were enthusiastic about “to help 

them choose broader, narrower, and related terms” (Cherry et al., 1994, p. 183). Only two 

of the libraries offered links to related items, acting like the cross-references that Markey 

(1983) indicated users would like to have. Only seven of the surveyed OPACs used 

relevance ranking, which could prove useful to the user as it would allow them to 

organize the results according to their needs. Additionally, the authors mentioned that 

there was software offered by Endeca that sorted search results by “most popular” from 

circulation statistics, but none of the libraries had this.  
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Šauperl and Saye (2009) compared four OPACs, an online bookstore, Amazon, 

and two internet search engines in order to review some the changes and directions 

library catalog have incorporated. What they noticed was that Google, Amazon and 

library OPACS only used one interface and did not change those displays according to 

age group or user disability. Modifiable displays are important to meet accessibility 

standards as well as user needs and expectations.  

Furthermore, language is a very important component of an OPAC. Šauperl and 

Saye (2009) found that “none of the interfaces were offered in different or multiple 

languages and scripts” and commented that while “English is the dominant language” 

does it meant the “other languages should be abandoned?” (p. 508).  

Šauperl and Saye (2009) also found that Amazon offered suggestions of 

potentially useful items on the basis of items already purchased by the user. They then 

question why “do libraries not provide a similar service: not, of course, for items 

purchased but rather for items one has checked out or when new related items arrive?” (p. 

507). This could help users decide which item to check out next. The software mentioned 

by Luong and Liew (2009) that sorts search results by most popular from library 

circulation statistics, is one option libraries could utilize to recommend items. 

Regarding language, the International Federation of Library Associations (IFLA) 

published a final report for guideline on OPAC displays (2005). In this report, IFLA 

states that the OPAC is designed to find items that meet the user’s input in search fields 

and that the users’ needs should be considered in that design. In order to do that, the 

catalog should be in the users’ language “so that they can find what they want using the 

words, or other means of communication with which they are familiar” (pg. 15). This will 
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permit users to comfortably navigate the OPAC and not feel as though they are not 

welcome at the location or being discriminated against. 

In conclusion, there have been many suggestions that several of the authors 

agreed should have in order to facilitate searching the OPAC for users. For instance, 

Fokker (1983), Šauperl and Saye (2009), and Luong and Liew (2009) have all advocated 

the use of search engines to correct or suggest other words when the users commit 

spelling mistakes. This could be helpful to users in that it allows them to search the  

library’s database without having a proficient grasp of the language. Also, Markey’s 

(1983), Cherry, et al.’s (1994), and Luong and Liew’s (2009) articles supported the idea 

of having cross-references or thesauri in OPACs in order to facilitate searching for users. 

This would be helpful in that it guides users to the terms that could be utilized in 

searching the catalog. However, in Fokker’s (1983) article, he prefers that there should 

not be any cross-references so as to not overwhelm the user. Lastly, Hildreth (1982), 

Salmon (1983), Fokker (1989) recommends that OPACs use “natural language”, or 

language that is readily understandable by the library’s users. Cherry, et al. (1998) 

supports the previous authors’ claims by saying that the OPAC interface should be free of 

library jargon. 
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Methods 

 In order to analyze the amount of Spanish in the OPAC and thereby determine 

the ease of navigation in it, content analysis was selected as the appropriate method of 

analysis. Content analysis is used to analyze the content within texts. Texts can be 

defined as advertisements, newspapers, books, and magazines and so forth as well as 

conversations (formal and informal-), speeches, theater and so on. When analyzing the 

text, the researcher can break the data down into levels; e.g., breaking down an entire 

book into chapters, sections, paragraphs, sentences, phrases, and words to determine the 

frequency of certain words, themes, concepts, and ideas. This methodology can aid the 

researcher in making inferences about the texts’ author(s), time period, cultural climate, 

and biases and prejudices of the author and/or publisher by seeing what was included and 

excluded in the text. This paper concerns itself with the amount of Spanish displayed in a 

public library’s OPAC and whether or not there are any tools to help Spanish-speaking 

users navigate the website if there are words not translated into Spanish; content analysis 

will allow the researcher to see if the library in question is subtly excluding or including 

non-native English speakers in the use of their OPAC and consequently the library itself 

via latent content, i.e. through the lack of Spanish.  

The sample size of the study will be the OPACs of two counties that are located in 

the United States. As previously stated, this study will look at cities with a growing 

Hispanic population. In order to obtain a better evaluation it is prudent to compare 

counties that are similar in population, but have had a Hispanic population for different 

periods of time; this will allow for the comparison of a library that has only recently 
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needed to accommodate Hispanic users with another that has had more time to 

accommodate the library’s OPAC to those users’ needs.  

In order to select these two cities the researcher conducted research on the 

immigration patterns of Hispanics in the United States and found that Latinos are moving 

to the southeastern part of the country, such as Georgia, Tennessee, and the Carolinas, 

where previously there had been few Hispanics. The researcher then chose a state where 

Hispanic population growth had seen extraordinary amounts of increase and found that 

North Carolina experienced a nearly 400% increase in the Hispanic population.  In order 

to narrow the scope for the study a county within North Carolina was selected that also 

witnessed a remarkable increase in the Latino population. Mecklenburg County fulfilled 

this requirement in that between the 1990 and 2000 census the Hispanic population 

increase from about 7,000 comprising 1% of the population to about 45,000 people, 

comprising about 6% of the population. In 2007, data showed that out of the approximate 

870,000 people that lived in Mecklenburg County about 89,000 were Hispanic. 

The choice for the county acting as a comparison to the North Carolina county 

was made by searching for a county in which the overall population was similar in size, 

but not necessarily the same size of Hispanic population. Furthermore, the desired county 

would be in a state with a heavy concentration of Hispanics in it. This ruled out such 

states like New York and Washington that have cities where they contain pockets of 

heavily Hispanic-populated areas, but not throughout the state. Places like Arizona, New 

Mexico, Texas, Florida, and California are more likely to have Hispanics dispersed 

throughout their area as they share a border with or are close to a Spanish-speaking 

country as well as having a history of being previously occupied by a Spanish-speaking 

 
 



19 

empire, Spain. Data from the Pew Hispanic Center that San Francisco County was 

appropriate to study. The county’s population in 1990 was just over 700,000 people, 

which was comprised of about 100,000 Hispanics. In the 2000 census, the county’s 

population grew to about 780,000 people and the Spanish-speaking population 

demonstrated a 10% increase. In 2007, however, San Francisco County experienced a 

small decline in both overall population, down to 765,000 people, and Hispanic 

population, down 2,500 people. Nonetheless, the two counties are similar enough in size 

to allow a comparison of the two counties’ OPACs. 

I evaluated the OPACs based on checklists gleaned from several sources such as 

Cherry, et al. (1994, 1998), Hildreth (1982), Luong and Liew (2009). If there were 

components missing from these checklists, such as foreign language, then I created 

another category devoted to that topic. Because these OPACs may be run by an ILS and 

the public library having little choice as to which features to choose to implement in their 

OPACs, I analyzed what features the ILSs have to accommodate these libraries with non-

native English-speaking users and added those criteria to the checklists if deemed 

relevant to the study in question.  

In order to obtain the data needed to conduct a comparison of OPACs, a checklist 

was adapted from other researchers who have created them in order to do their own 

comparisons of catalogs. The checklist is comprised of feature groups thought to be 

useful in an OPAC, including searching capabilities, access points, bibliographic 

displays, user assistance, the page layout, labeling, and text. These groups are essential in 

navigating a public library’s catalog because they can make the user decide whether the 

library meets their needs and whether or not the library is friendly to non-native English 
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speakers. The page layout is important because a page with lots of information, blinking 

images, and a messy layout can dissuade users from seeking information; this is equally 

true of bibliographic displays. The OPAC should have an organized, concise way of 

presenting information to the users to help them in finding what they need with hardly 

any effort to locate needed material. User assistance is also necessary for an OPAC in 

that it allows the user to access help remotely. Labeling is equally important in an OPAC 

because it helps users to navigate, search, and evaluate the catalog. Finally, searching 

capabilities and access points are needed so that the user has various options of looking 

for the item she or he wants. The checklist used for this study is included below: 

Searching features 
1. Offers types of searches  

a. Basic search  
b. Advanced search  

2 Full search capability on conventional access points  
a. Title  
b. Keyword any where  
c. Key word (using and, or, not) 
g. Series  
h. Author or editor or organization  
i. Subject  
j. Class number (or call number)  
k. ISBN/ISSN  
l. Notes  
m. Summary  
n. Table of content  

3 Provision for Boolean search  
4 Provision for exact matching  
5 Provision for phrase searching  
6 Hypertext links in full bibliographic record display  

a. Authors  
b. Subject  
c. Call number  
d. Series  
e. Location map  

7 Provision for field directed searching  
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8 Provision of browsing capabilities  
a. Browsing by authors  
b. Browsing by subjects  
c. Browsing by series  
d. Browsing by publishers  
e. Browsing by call number  
f. Browsing for new titles  
g. Browsing by type  
h. Browsing by title  

9 The user can select return to a previous screen and change a selection Search for new 
items  
10 Related items  
11 Provision for single search interface  
12 Provision for a visual map  
13 Faceted navigation ability  
14 Thesaurus search  
 
Search limits and strategies 
1.Displays search strategy  
2 Refining of initial search  
3 Provision for comprehensive search limits 

a. Specific year of publication  
b. Year publication (before, after, between)  
c. Publication status 
d. Library location  
e. Publisher 
f. Place of publication  
g. Medium  
h. Item type  
i. Language  
j. Serials  

 
Access Points (CM Fig. 33-40) 
1.Author  
2 Keyword in author  
3 Title  
4 Keyword in title  
5 Subject heading  
6 Keyword in subject heading  
7 Publisher  
8 ISBN/ISSN  
9 Provides name authority control  
10 Provides subject authority control  
11 Notes 
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Bibliographic displays 
1.Provisions for bibliographic displays  

a. Short display  
b. Long display  

2 Limiting the number for the display of records (output control)  
3 The circulation status is shown on the same screen with a call number  
4 Items in a set are numbered successively when there are more items than can be 
displayed on one screen 
 
User Assistance 
1.Is there an online tutorial?  
2 Help messages are provided  
3 Display system messages (such as error messages) by using contrasting display features 
(e.g.) bolding, color  
4 Spell check software is available to the user  
5 Provide options to the user listed near both the top and bottom of page 
6 Provide options clearly separated from the information round them  
 
Output/services/facilities/external links 
1.Facility for sorting records  

a. Author  
b. Title  
c. Relevance  
d. Classification  
e. Date of publication  
f. Format 
g. Ranks output by popularity 
h. Subject heading  

2 When multiple records are retrieved in a single search, the user can select 
a. Any single record for display  
b. Several records not in sequence for display (e.g. record #2, #5, etc.)  
c. A range of records for display (i.e. by specifying the first and the last records., 
e.g. from record #5 to #9)  

3 Results can be printed  
4 Search results can be saved  
5 Search results can be added to the user’s list 
6 Interface with the circulation system  
7 Provision for exporting/downloading of retrieved records  
8 Links to external sources 

a. Free sources selected on the internet (URL)  
b. Links to book review  
c. Links to table of contents, companion and supplementary materials  
d. Links to e-journals and e-books  
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Page Layout 
1. Is there at least one blank line between the page title and the body of the display?  
 2.Highlighting techniques used (bolding, font size and underline)   
 3.Labels, text and instructional information displayed in consistent locations, formats 
throughout the display  
 4.Provision of next/previous  
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Results 

 Once the library page was translated to Spanish, it was clearly dominant in 

C-M’s and SF’s catalogs, but there were instances where wording may have seemed 

awkward, especially in C-M’s catalog, and/or headings and descriptions of events 

remained in English, as in SF’s case. Also, services offered to Anglo-speaking patrons 

are not provided for Spanish-speakers. For example, in C-M’s catalog there is an option 

to take a tutorial on how to use a catalog in English, but there is not one for Spanish-

speakers. SF and C-M provide extensive help on how to conduct advanced searches, but 

SF is the only one with hints underneath the simple search box. While both catalogs store 

the user’s search history, it C-M’s that provide the user with a visual sense of the search 

with its visual thesaurus. Lastly, both catalogs offered important access points in Spanish. 

Nonetheless, providing subject headings in Spanish seems to be both catalogs’ major 

weak spot: sometimes there are only English subject headings, sometimes only Spanish, 

or the same subject headings in both languages. 
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Home Page 

A library’s OPAC is a source of information for those users who need to locate 

resources. Usually, the catalog contains search fields for the title of the item, author(s), 

keywords, and subject in the basic search while date of publication, publisher, language, 

and location are in the advanced searching options. With these fields the user can 

hopefully find what they are looking for quickly. However, there may be instances where 

additional effort is needed on behalf of the searcher. They may need to click on additional 

links that, hopefully, lead them to the item or clarify conflicting or vague information. 

Much research has been conducted on the navigability of English-language OPACs for 

guidelines on how to do this. There has been, however, appallingly little research 

conducted on the navigability of OPACs that are in Spanish, considering Hispanics make 

up 15% of the United States’ population, or 40 million out of 282 million people out of 

the total population, and are the largest minority group in the country (Bernstein, 2008).  

Furthermore, most of the research on catalog navigability has had a bias towards the 

academic setting with few articles dedicated to the public library OPAC. This paper 

hopes to provide the public library world with more information on this aspect by 

conducting an evaluation of how public libraries help their users navigate the catalog 

when it is in Spanish. Due to time limitations, however, this paper will compare two 

public libraries with different backgrounds: Charlotte-Mecklenburg County, North 

Carolina, where they have recently witnessed a rise in Hispanic population growth so 

dramatic that it necessitated a Spanish version of the library’s catalog, and San Francisco 

County, California, where the Hispanic population has been there for a relatively long 

time, i.e. since the U.S. Census Bureau included the term “Hispanic” in the census 
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questionnaire in 1970 (U.S. Census Bureau). This study focuses solely on the OPAC 

navigation experience, and no contact was made with these two public libraries’ 

employees. 

The most important feature on the library homepage is the icon to switch to the 

Spanish version. The icon should large and in a visible location so that users will quickly 

know where the icon is located (Galitz, 2002). From eye pattern tracking studies, it has 

been noted that users’ eye movements have been found to scan a webpage in an “F”-

shaped way. That is, they scan the left side, the top and some of the middle of the 

webpage while the rest of the webpage is accorded less attention (Nielson, 2010). To 

translate Charlotte-Mecklenburg’s (C-M) library website into Spanish, the user has to 

search at the bottom to find it (Figure 1). This could dissuade potential users of the 

library because the entire page is in English, a language with which they may not be 

familiar and may not search the entire page for the translation button. Furthermore, C-

M’s website show a bias towards English even when the user locates the drop down box 

to switch into a different language. The user needs to know what “translate page” means 

as well as how their language is spelled in English since the menu box does not provide 

the languages offered in the offered language, i.e. the menu says “Spanish” and not 

“español” for Hispanic users. All of this makes it difficult to navigate the library’s 

homepage as well as introducing barriers to navigating it because of possible intimidation 

factors. To translate San Francisco County’s (SF) library website into Spanish, the icon is 

below “San Francisco Public Library” with the phrase “en Español” (“in Spanish”)2 in 

the welcoming banner. However, SF library has made it so that the icon is in a slightly 

                                                            
1 All translations are done by the author. 
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darker color than the background of the welcoming banner and in small text, which 

increases the likelihood of the translation button being missed by users with poor 

eyesight and/or having trouble distinguishing the color. 

Figure 1: 
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Figure 2: 
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For the C-M library, once the user has selected “Spanish” as their interface 

language for the catalog, the library page looks like this (Figures 3 and 4): 

Figure 3: 
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Figure 4: 

 
 

As shown above, the majority of the page has been translated into Spanish. 

However, the subheadings have remained in English. Whether this was intentionally left in 
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English or a failing of the translation system, Systran, that C-M employs is not known. 

There is a possibility that Hispanic users will understand the general topic of each area by 

glancing at the bullet points under each subheading, but in Figure 5 one can see that the tabs, 

which are extremely helpful in navigating the site, and a sample of the drop down menus are 

still in English. Furthermore, in Figures 3-5 one can see that the news box containing 

information in helping their users find jobs or important changes taking place in the library 

remains in English. If the Hispanic user does not know any English or very little at all, they 

will ignore this and remain unaware of new opportunities for them at the library. However, 

Figure 6’s drop down menu has choices in Spanish that will take the user to the web page 

they need, if the label in English, “Find it Fast”, does not dissuade them first. 
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Figure 5: 

 
 

 
In Figure 6, under the heading “Power Up Your Reading”, there is a bullet point 

with the title “Encuentre los grandes libros para los cabritos”. As the author has had nearly a 

decade of learning Spanish and spent a year abroad in Spain, she knew that what makes 

sense in one language does not always make sense in another, especially with translating 
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software. From what the author saw in Figure 1 and compared it to Figure 6, the author 

deduced it was trying to say: “Find great books for kids”. First, “great” in Spanish is “gran”, 

not “grande”, which means “big”. Secondly, from what it appears, it looks like the translator 

made an egregious mistake with translating the word “kid” into Spanish. In English, “kid” 

can be a baby goat, a young antelope, or slang for a human child (Oxford English 

Dictionary, 2001). This translator saw the word “kid” and thought it meant the baby goat, 

using the word “cabrito”, which is the diminutive for goat in Spanish, “cabra”. Although this 

is the correct word, however, it could also be used as a curse word for a child born out of 

wedlock. Depending on which Hispanic region, e.g. Central or South America, Spain, or 

Mexico, that constitutes the majority of Charlotte-Mecklenburg’s Hispanic user community, 

it would be better to use “chaval(a)”, “pibe(a)”, or “cabro(a)”, respectively. Furthermore, 

throughout the website the author encountered poor Spanish word choices3 (Figure 7) and 

random words not translated (“homebound” ) into Spanish (Figure 8) that are significant for 

full comprehension of the document or action, as well as words not further explained, such 

as “homebound” in the “Biblioteca por Correro” (“Library by Mail”) page (Figure 8), that 

users may not be familiar with. These incongruities may seem minor but can in fact deter 

users from further navigating the library’s website and/or services if they do not fully 

understand what a word means.  

 

 

                                                            
3 Under “Zinger Recommends”, the link says “mes negro de la historia”, i.e. “history’s black month”, while  
“el mes de la historia de los negros”, i.e. “Black History Month”, would have been better. Also, the 
translator does not appear to take into consideration the present‐day politically correct word for Blacks, 
African‐Americans, and instead translating the page verbatim.  
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Figure 6: 
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Figure 7: 
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Figure 8: 
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For the SF library, once the user has selected “Spanish” as their interface 

language for the catalog, the library page looks like this (Figure 9): 

Figure 9: 

 
 

As shown above and like C-M’s library, most of the links that are displayed on 

the webpage are in Spanish except for the titles of events. To see if all titles are in English, 

the author clicked on “calendario”4 and found that the titles were in a mix of English and 

Spanish (Figure 10). While this allows the users to navigate the titles with ease, it was found 

that the exhibition titles were in English while help with scholarly work, e.g. SAT test-
                                                            
4 “Calendar”, respectively” 
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preparation, school homework, etc., was in Spanish. However, clicking on an English-titled 

exhibition leads the user to this page that had a brief summary of the showcase in Spanish 

but the title remained in English (Figure 11). When clicking on “Occupation! Economic 

Justice as a Civil Right in San Francisco”, the webpage leads the user to an English-only 

webpage (Figure 12). This may be frustrating to some users who want to know what kinds 

of exhibitions the library has. 
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Figure 10: 
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Figure 11: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 



41 

Figure 12: 

 
 

While there does not appear to be any glaring translation typos, there does seem to be 

some confusion as to the placement of adjectives. In Spanish, adjectives are often placed 

after the noun. However, the language will sometimes follow English adjective 

placement practices, especially regarding technology, or appropriate the entire English 

word. For example, instead of saying “correo electrónico”, the general usage practice in 

Spanish has been to say the English “e-mail”. This has been pattern in the Spanish 

language when anything is prefaced with “electronic”. Thus, while Hispanic speakers 
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may know what is trying to be communicated by “Libro-e & Música-e”5 (Figure 13), it 

may make more sense to write “eLibro” and “eMúsica”. As to whether the library’s 

decision to have it the way they do will hamper navigability is questionable. 

Figure 13: 

 
 
 

 

 
5 “E‐book & E‐Audiobook Websites”. 
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Searching Evaluation 
When a user searches for an item in C-M’s library, they encounter an ambiguous 

search box for the catalog (Figure 14). There is no guidance for the user on what to type in. 

While it is great that C-M is trying to provide the user a sense of searching without 

limitations, some structure would be beneficial if the person wants to browse by location or 

language. If one clicks on the “Catálogo Clásico”1 in the upper right hand corner, it leads the 

user to a catalog with fields (Figure 15). Nonetheless, it is in English, thereby restricting 

navigation if the user is not comfortable with English. If, however, the user decides to forge 

ahead to see if the catalog is available in Spanish, they would have to try the “Enhanced 

Catalog” tab shown on Figure 15. In the upper right hand corner of Figure 16, one can see 

there is option of translating the catalog into Spanish (“Catálogo en español”)2

 

, although one 

loses the video recorded tour of the catalog in the Spanish version (Figure 17), preventing 

users from knowing any additional advice or tips that may be useful when conducting 

searches. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
1 “Classic Catalog”. 
2 “Catalog in Spanish”. 
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Figure 14: 
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Figure 15: 
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Figure 16: 
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Figure 17: 
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From searching the C-M’s library page, it appears that the website does not have 

advanced searching options, but rather faceted searching as seen in Figure 18, with the 

options for refining in clearly delineated rectangles in different colors. Also, abbreviations 

have been avoided in the textual information provided so as to be conducive to user 

navigation. While this can lead users to related material, it produces more effort on behalf of 

the user to navigate the catalog. Furthermore, as seen in the screenshot, not all of the words 

are translated into Spanish, a theme that seems to be recurring in C-M’s catalog. 

 
Figure 18: 
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SF’s abbreviated version of the catalog search box in the upper right hand corner 

of the screen is like C-M’s, except it provides the users with the option of structure, having 

“Opciones de búsqueda” (Figure 19) below the search box. Users also have the option of 

“Buscar en Encore”, “Catálogo Clásico”, “Calendario”, “Fotos de San Francisco”, and 

“Buscar el sitio Web”3

 

. However, as shown in Figure 20, when clicking on “Fotos de San 

Francisco”, the site does not take the user to a new search page, but instead keeps the same 

screen and changes the words in the search box to let the user know what the system is 

searching. If the user does not pay attention to what they are doing, this may lead them to 

confusion. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
3 “Searching options”, “Search in Encore”, “Classic Catalog”, “Calendar”, “Photos of San Francisco”, and 
“Search the Website”, respectively. 
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Figure 19: 
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Figure 20: 
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For more options the user can search various fields: “autor”, “material”, 

“author/título”, “editorial”, “título”, “número de clasificación”, “ISBN/ISSN”, and “número 

de documento gubernamental”. Furthermore, one can also “ver catálogo complete”4

 

 (Figure 

21). While this may not entirely hamper navigation, it could introduce confusion on the 

user’s behalf as they may expect to search the library’s entire material holdings. 

Additionally, the SF library does provide its users explanations on how to search by each 

field. For example, when searching by author, the SF library instructs the user to write the 

last name first, then the first name. For title, they recommend complete or part of the title. 

However, there is no mention as to include the definitive or indefinite article or not, 

although from the shown examples, it is implied to omit articles (Figure 22). 

                                                           
4 “Author”, “Material”, “Author/Title”, “Publisher”, “Title”, “Classification Number”, and “Government 
Document Number”, and “see the complete catalog”, respectively. 
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Figure 21: 
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Figure 22: 
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  In contrast to C-M’s library, SF’s library has a traditional advanced search screen (Figure 

23) with the majority of it translated into Spanish, although sorting and some language 

options remain in English. 

 
Figure 23: 
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The SF library does provide provisions for truncation, exact matching, Boolean 

searching (Figure 24), and proximity searching (Figure 25) if the user clicks “consejos útiles 

para su búsqueda”5

 

 (Figure 23). 

Figure 24: 

 
 

                                                           
5 “Useful advice for your search.” 
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Figure 25: 
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When attempting to search a book found in both SF’s and C-M’s libraries, “La 

isla de los amores infinitos”6

C-M returned these results in Figure 26. Although the author of this paper started 

in the Spanish version of the catalog, the system reverted back to the English version. This 

could irritate users as they would probably expect the system to remain in Spanish and 

would have to put forth more energy reverting back to the Spanish catalog. To see whether 

the system would translate the results page in Spanish or go back to the screenshot found in 

Figure 16, “Catálogo en español” was clicked in the upper right hand corner in Figure 26. 

The results are shown in Figure 27. 

 by Daína Chaviano, the item was searched with the definitive 

article “la”, which stands for “the” in English, since no search instructions were provided 

and the author of this paper assumed no prior knowledge of searching in a library catalog. 

 

                                                           
6 “The Island of Eternal Love”. 
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Figure 26: 
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The system completely erased what was being search (Figure 27). 
 
Figure 27: 
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However, once in the Spanish version of the search page, the system remained in 

this screen when searching for “La isla de los amores infinitos” (Figure 28). Still suspicious, 

“La isla negra”7

 

 was entered to see if it would remain in the same screen or not. It was in the 

same screen when the results came up (Figure 29). 

Figure 28: 

 
 

                                                           
7 “The Black Island”. 
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Figure 29: 
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It is possible to refine the search. When a query was entered in the search box for 

a more prolific topic, such as Pablo Neruda, Figures 30 and 31 show how the user can refine 

the search. While the majority of the results were in Spanish, some of the options to narrow 

the results were in English, preventing the user from fully navigating the catalog. 

Nonetheless, the catalog offers Hispanic users the option to limit the search by material 

found at the top of the search results (Figure 30) as well to sort the results by relevance, 

year, title, and author1

 

. However, in Figure 32, one can see that the classic version of the 

catalog offers far more options than the newer one, although the option tabs near the search 

field not let one return to the search screen first used and the names of the material are in 

English. The user has to use the back button on the top of the webpage to navigate back to 

the all-purpose search field. Furthermore, the classic version on the left hand side does not 

have a search box for keyword (Figure 33).  

                                                           
1 “Relevancia”, “año”, título”, and “autor”, respectively., 
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Figure 30: 
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Figure 31: 
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Figure 32: 
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Figure 33 also demonstrates that the classic version of the catalog does not allow 

users to search between years or language in which the item was issued. One may also note 

that it does not restrict by library location on the left hand side. However, by using the 

refining list on the right side, one can limit by location (Figure 34) and have it work in 

tandem with the left side refining list. 

 
Figure 33: 
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Figure 34: 
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Figures 35 and 36 show the user on the left hand side of the screen what items are 

related to this item (in black), suggestions of possible misspelled words like Google has (in 

orange), thesaurus (in gray), translations (in green), and the path of words chosen by the 

user. From the cloud of words, the author selected “amor” on the left side of the visual 

thesaurus and “Pablo Neruda” was highlighted in blue to show the words the author selected 

previously. However, the possibility of saving one’s search history is not apparent from the 

website. Moreover, a user must have a C-M library card to access some of the user features. 

Figure 35: 
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Figure 36: 
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From the help page (Figure 37-38), the Boolean searching options available to 

users are “and”- which is understood by the terms the user enters in search box, and “or”, 

which the user had to enter. The Boolean operator “not” was not included in the searching 

directions and is assumed to not be a search option. Furthermore, the author could not find 

any options to search by exact matching, but did a search with “isla negra” in quotations 

(Figure 39). While the first two results show that obviously the phrase is in their records, the 

third one does not (Figure 40). 

Figure 37: 
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Figure 38: 
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Figure 39: 
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Figure 40: 
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Like C-M’s search box at the public library’s homepage, SF’s does not offer any 

guidance on how to search. “La isla de los amores infinitos”2

 

 by Daína Chaviano was 

searched with the definitive article “la”, which stands for “the” in English, since no search 

instructions were provided and the author of this paper assumed no prior knowledge of 

searching in a library catalog (Figure 41). Unlike C-M’s search system, SF’s system did not 

revert back to English or make the user click multiple times to obtain the Spanish search 

interface, making it easier for the user to access. However, as one can see in Figure 41 and 

like C-M’s system, SF’s interface still retains words that are in English -- for example, the 

sort option below the yellow bar, the refining options on the left hand side, and the popular 

choices on the right, possibly alienating users. It is possible to refine searches in that one can 

choose the language, publishing date, library branch, etc, which are located on the left hand 

side.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
2 “The Island of Eternal Love”. 
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Figure 41: 
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One can also conduct related searches, as seen below in Figure 42. SF, unlike C-

M, does not have a visual navigation map. This may prove an obstacle to some users when 

they cannot think of a different word that the visual map may provide. 

 
Figure 42: 
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When the author entered the letter “a” to view the system’s browsing capabilities, 

a pop-up informed the user to enter in at least two characters (Figure 43). This was not in 

any of the other languages into which SF’s library page is translated: Spanish and Chinese. 

Furthermore, although the Spanish interface was chosen, most of the results were in English 

as well as the language options on the left hand side (Figure  44).  

 
Figure 43: 
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Figure 44: 
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It does not appear possible to access browsing from the main page, unless one 

types in a letter or number to obtain browsing capabilities. Nonetheless, one can browse by 

author (Figure 45), classification number (Figure 46), title (Figure 47), and material (Figure 

48). Furthermore, results are limited to 10,000.3 One can browse by new titles, by going 

back to the main page under the tab “Libros & Materiales”4

 

 (Figure 49) and can browse by 

genre (fiction or non) or by material type (Figure 50). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
3 “El resultado ha sido limitado a 10000”. 
4 “Books & Materials”. 
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Figure 45: 
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Figure 46: 
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Figure 47: 
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Figure 48: 
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Figure 49: 
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Figure 50: 
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Access Points 
In C-M, the access points that can be searched by are: author (Figure 51); title 

(Figure 52); publisher (Figure 53); ISBN (Figure 54); ISSN (Figure 55); notes (Figure 56); 

subject headings (Figure 57); keyword in title (Figure 58); and series (Figure 59). 

 
Figure 51: 
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Figure 52: 
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Figure 53: 
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Figure 54: 
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Figure 55: 

 



92 
 

Figure 56: 
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Figure 57: 
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Figure 58: 
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Figure 59: 
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Despite having these access points, there are discrepancies in when the most 

important access points, i.e. subject(s), author(s), title, series, and call number, are 

hyperlinked. For example, in the full bibliographic view for “El cartero de Neruda”1

Figure 60: 

 

  (Figure 

60) the author is not linked while everything else is.  However, for the short bibliographic 

view (Figure 61), everything but the call number is hyperlinked. The reason for the 

difference in displays is unclear. 

                                                           
1 “Neruda’s mailman”. 
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Figure 61: 
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Likewise, SF’s search system provides the following access points by which the 

user can search: author (Figure 62); title (Figure 63); publisher (Figure 64); ISBN (Figure 

65); ISSN (Figure 66); notes (Figure 67); subject headings (Figure 68); keyword in title 

(Figure 69); and series (Figure 70). 

 
Figure 62: 
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Figure 63: 
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Figure 64: 
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Figure 65: 
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Figure 66: 
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Figure 67: 
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Figure 68: 
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Figure 69: 
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Figure 70: 

 
 

Despite having these access points, there are discrepancies of when the most 

important access points, i.e. subject(s), author(s), title, series, and call number, are 

hyperlinked. For example, in the full bibliographic view for “El cartero de Neruda”1

                                                           
1 “Neruda’s mailman”. 

  (Figure 
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71) the call number is not linked while everything else is; in the short bibliographic view 

(Figure 72), again the call number is not linked.  

Figure 71: 
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Figure 72: 
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Bibliographic Displays 
In terms of the ways in which the record can be displayed- in the C-M catalog, the 

user has two options: short (Figure 73) and long (Figure 74). 

 
Figure 73: 
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Figure 74: 
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Figure 75 illustrates the way that the interface also helps the user navigate the OPAC in that 

it limits each page to 10 items. 

 
Figure 75: 
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In the SF catalog, the search results are limited to 15 per page and the system 

informs the user of how many results it retrieved (Figure 76). Users are able to sort by 

relevance, title, and date, if they are able to understand English. In addition, the user can see 

if an item is available without having it click on the record, provided, of course, if they 

know English. Furthermore, the results are not ordered numerically and when one clicks on 

a record and then goes back to the search screen, it is difficult to know which record was 

clicked on since there are no changes in color to tell the difference between a clicked or an 

un-clicked record. 
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Figure 76: 
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Output/services/facilities/external links 
As one can see in Figure 77, the C-M catalog user can sort by relevancia, año, 

título, autor2, and material, which is located under the search box. In order to sort by year, 

one has to go to the “fecha de publicación”3

Figure 77: 

 

 tab on the right hand side. There is no 

possibility to order the records by popularity or classification. Furthermore, one can see that 

there is no possibility to select the records, and they are not numbered to facilitate in letting 

the user which one they had clicked on and which ones they have not. 

                                                           
2 “Relevance”, “year”, “title”, and “author”, respectively.  
3 “Date of publication”. 
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Records can be saved (Figure 78), however, the user must: (1) know enough 

English to understand the function of the term “save” and (2) be logged in to C-M’s library 

system to save the record (Figure 79). 

 
Figure 78: 
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Figure 79: 
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Results can also be printed out in the upper right hand corner (“Imprimir”4

Figure 80: 

 

), if the 

user wishes to do so (Figure 80). 

 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
4 “Print”. 
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In SF’s system, one can sort by title, date, or relevance, if the user knows English 

(Figure 81). Furthermore, there is no way for the user to select certain records that they may 

want to save. However, this feature may only be accessible once the user is logged in. 

Nonetheless, one can click the button that says “Add to cart” and keep it noted, but there is 

no apparent button to let one see the items they have selected. SF library also includes 

RefWorks®, a database that allows users to export and save citations users want.   

Figure 81: 
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Users can also rate the books that they have read and add tags (Figure 82)- 

however, one needs to be logged in to do so (Figure 83).  

 
Figure 82: 
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Figure 83: 
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User Assistance 
When error messages occur, contrasting features, e.g. bold typing against plain, is used 

(Figure 84) as well as suggesting additional help in the message. In bold, the message says 

that “There are no results.” Below that, the message in plain font gives more information by 

saying that “Your search did not obtain any results. You can try one of the following 

options: 

• Select one of the suggestions in the visual thesaurus to the left 
• Redo your search, utilizing additional and different terms or widen your terms.” 

 
Figure 84: 
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However, in Figure 85, the same thing more or less occurs when “ipablo” is 

entered except that it contains a suggestion before “No hay resultados”: “Quiere usted decir, 

buscar por : Pablo?”1

Figure 85: 

 

 Using one of Google’s features, the C-M library uses a spelling 

suggestion generator to help the user find what they are looking for in addition to 

highlighting the suggestion from the rest of the other information. 

 

                                                           
1 “There are no results”; “Did you mean to say, search for: Pablo?” 
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In regards to online tutorials, there was not one in the Spanish version of the C-M 

catalog (Figure 86), in contrast the English version of the catalog for which there was one 

(Figure 87).  

Figure 86: 
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Figure 87: 
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While there was no online tutorial detailing the procedure of how to search for 

items in the SF catalog, there is in Figures 21-25 advice in Spanish on how to do a search, 

both simple and advanced. Help messages are provided as well as a spell checker (Figure 

88) using contrasting colors. This is only useful to the patron if they know English, despite 

first clicking on the link to translate the catalog into Spanish. 

 
Figure 88: 

 
 
 



126 
 

Page layout 
One of the faults of the C-M catalog is that it does not provide the options of 

navigating the results page both at the top and at the bottom of the page. These options are 

only available towards the bottom of the page (Figure 89); the top is free of these options 

(Figure 90). The SF OPAC, however, does not provide any options for navigating the results 

once the user is looking at records (Figure 91). 

 
Figure 89: 
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Figure 90: 
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Figure 91: 
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The labels for each access point in the SF catalog (author, title, publication, 

subject, ISBN2) are clearly defined and they are not crowded together. However, for the 

subjects showing on this bibliographic record, “materia” is used for “subjects” instead of 

“sujetos” (Figure 92). While both Spanish words mean more or less the same, the author 

went to the Diccionario de la Real Academia Española’s3

 

 website to see if the words could 

be further refined. Under “sujetos”, the author found that the definition explicitly states the 

word to include “themes or matter that are talked or written about” versus “the topics that 

compose a literary, scientific, etc. work” of “materia”. The latter seem more formal and may 

work in a more formal setting, i.e. university, where as a public library is more informal and 

the former word seems more appropriate for a casual setting. 

                                                           
2 “Autor”, “título”, “publicación”, “materia”, respectively. 
3 Dictionary of the Royal Spanish Academy.  
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Figure 92: 
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C-M’s page layout for records also shows the labels for each access point (author, 

title, publication, subject, ISBN), and they are clearly defined and not crowded together 

(Figure 93). There are more features, and the layout is busier than SF’s; whether this is a bad 

thing or not depends on the user.  There is, however, a provision for text-only in the upper 

right-hand corner near the search box where it says “texto-sólo”. However, one must have 

some inkling of English to navigate it (Figure 94) as the page does not provide versions of it 

in other languages. 
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Figure 93: 
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Figure 94: 
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Discussion 
Although neither OPAC user interface under review is perfect, each can offer the 

other suggestions in improving their interface features. In order to reach the Spanish version 

of C-M’s library catalog, the user should not have to go through so many clicks to obtain the 

translated page. Also, when the drop-down menu displays the languages to translate the 

webpage, the selection should be in the offered language, i.e. “español” instead of 

“Spanish”, so speakers of that language will understand what is being said. Furthermore, the 

site was not completely translated to Spanish, leaving the user possibly uninformed of the 

various programs to assist the user because they do not know and/or are too intimidated by 

English to pursue the matter further. C-M’S website did not provide an online tutorial in 

Spanish on how to search the library’s catalog, which could possibly dissuade users who are 

unfamiliar with how a library catalog operates from using the library. 

SF’s Spanish version of its library page was easily accessed, having only to click 

once to have the page translated. Most of the website was translated into Spanish, including 

the calendar of events, services, and links about the library. Nonetheless, certain key 

components, for instance, the sorting options and the description of the monthly events, 

remained in English. Neither library offered any links to web translation services to make up 

for the fact that some of the content was not offered in Spanish. In contrast to the C-M 

website, SF’s provided extensive detail on how to search the catalog either by field or by 

kind of search, i.e. Boolean or truncation, for the user unfamiliar to a library. Although, SF 

does provide a tool for saving the user’s search history and related tags, it does not offer the 

visual thesaurus map that   C-M does, showing the user related words, association, 

translations, and thesaurus.   
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In both public libraries’ catalogs, one can search by all of the major access points. 

Also, the label preceding the access point, e.g., “publisher”, was translated into Spanish and 

was one of the few labels to be in the user’s native language. 

Overall, each library has done a decent job in offering the library’s webpage in 

Spanish, although there are limitations in each in restricting complete ease of navigation in 

their pages. Nonetheless, there is a good possibility that the features provided for Hispanics 

are an Anglo-centric view of what they need. To compare the features that C-M’s and SF’s 

catalogs have against libraries where Spanish is the dominant language would give them a 

sense of how well, or not, they are providing for the Hispanic population. 

Barber et al. (2008) conducted a study of university, specialized, public, and 

national libraries of MERCOSUR countries, a South American trade agreement between 

Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay, and Uruguay akin to NAFTA, whose catalogs were available 

online. The researchers did not disclose how many libraries’ OPACs they analyzed and so 

this makes it difficult to assess the impact of, for example, the fact that only 20% of libraries 

have the option to save records and/or send them by e-mail. While one is aware that this is a 

low rate, one does not how low. Is it one out five libraries or forty out of two hundred?  

In the study, Barber et al. found that 5% provided tutorials and one-third provided 

written instructions on how to navigate the system. Written explanations also dominate in 

the two public libraries evaluated: both SF and C-M have detailed written guides of how to 

navigate the catalog while only the former has a tutorial for Spanish-speakers. C-M’s library 

may not have a tutorial in Spanish because they do not have a staff member comfortable in 

speaking the language, have no one who speaks the language, or it did not occur to them to 

create a tutorial in Spanish. 
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While there is a high rate of MERCOSUR catalogs having author, title, and 

material fields by which to search, the majority were unable to be searched by publisher, 

ISSN, ISBN, or classification number: 12%, 11%, 8%, and 0.7%, respectively. SF’s and C-

M’s catalogs, in contrast, provide the users with all these features, surpassing the searching 

quality found in MERCOSUR libraries. Furthermore, when searching, only 12% of libraries 

show the users’ search history, something SF’s and C-M’s libraries provide for their users. 

However, two-fifths of the MERCOSUR catalogs do supply a thesaurus to give their users 

alternative words to search. Both SF and C-M have thesauri, albeit in different formats: for 

the former, it is available in tags provided by patrons; the latter, again in tags provided by 

the patron as well as a thesaurus map. 

In general, it appears that the U.S. public libraries’ catalogs are better than 

MERCOSURs’ at times, as evident in the number of access points one can search by. While 

SF’s and C-M’s catalogs have the some of the deficiencies of MERCOSURs’, i.e. no online 

tutorial, they are generally less than MERCORSURs’. In conclusion, it seems that all need 

to improve on their catalog features. 
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Conclusion 

In a world full of studies conducted on English-based catalog interfaces and 

thereby indirectly concerning themselves with only how Anglo-speakers are able to find 

items in a library catalog, hopefully this study will alert others to the needs in non-English 

catalog interfaces and increase the research on the functionality and effectiveness of bi- or 

multi-lingual catalogs in order to serve the underserved and minority speakers in this 

country.  The research conducted in this paper demonstrates how public libraries are 

accommodating non-English speaking users, in this case, Hispanics, by investigating the 

availability of help features in navigating the library’s catalog in general and when searching 

for items, how much of the catalog is in the appropriate language, and choice of words used 

in the catalog interface. This type of research can also provide public libraries guidance on 

what to be aware of when constructing or correcting a Spanish catalog interface. 

One of the unfortunate downsides of this study was that time did not allow for a 

survey or interviews of library personnel who are responsible for the OPAC and user 

services. Another limitation of the research performed was that it only compared two public 

libraries in order to obtain the most general sense of how public libraries are responding to 

Hispanic population growth in the United States; a more thorough investigation would 

include several public libraries with Spanish catalog interfaces from each region. 

Furthermore, libraries’ catalogs constantly change, a fact that the author encountered when 

capturing screenshots of San Francisco’s catalog, even within a couple weeks of collecting 

data. Therefore, although the data located in this paper could be used as guide on how to 

enhance one’s catalog, whether in Spanish or any other language, the screenshots should not 

be considered as a reflection of the public libraries’ current catalog interface. Lastly, 
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although this researcher majored in Spanish in her undergraduate university, spent a year 

abroad enrolled in a university in Spain, and graduated with Departmental Honors in 

Hispanic Studies, she is not a native Spanish speaker, something that would have been more 

helpful when examining word selection and grammar in San Francisco’s and Charlotte-

Mecklenburg’s catalogs. 

This research has been exploratory in nature, and it is hoped that the study will 

inspire further research related to multilingual catalog interfaces and electronic services to 

multilingual communities. Areas for future investigation include: OPAC user studies 

involving non-native English speakers and surveys of library personnel responsible for 

polyglot catalogs. This study will add to the research base on catalog design for diverse user 

communities. 
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