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Foreword

xv

Back in the dark ages of the last decade, when first talking to publishers
about putting together my own contribution to the metadata canon, it
was suggested to me that I write more of a how-to book, but I
demurred, largely because of the enormous effort required. As it hap-
pens, I broke my right arm early in the process of creating Metadata in
Practice, so it’s just as well that my actual writing effort was somewhat
limited, as I could do the recruiting of contributors (and the inevitable
herding) by telephone.

With that as background, I was really happy to hear that Steve was
writing the book I hadn’t the fortitude to attempt back then, and par-
ticularly pleased that he’s done such a nice job of it. The metadata
community needs this book—at all levels, from the beginner to the
practitioner to the teacher. As it is, when those of us who teach about
metadata these days go about gathering material, it’s something of a
treasure hunt, and each discovered resource needs to be presented
with a map of where it fits in the pantheon, a bunch of caveats about
age and suitability for particular purposes, and apologies for the fact
that there is not a single resource that covers it all. Steve has relieved
us of all that, for which we are very, very grateful. He’s also included
in the book the kinds of pointers to the important work of others that
expands on his more comprehensive approach.

The other great news about this book is that Steve has been
paying close attention to the Semantic Web, and he understands well
that though we may be building our metadata using current tech-
nology we must pay attention to where our world is shifting. I pre-
dict that in the future we will look upon that shift as the most
important change in our corner of the profession since Henriette
Avram started thinking about automating the printing of catalog
cards. Steve’s approach—sensible and accessible to his audience—is
to include that information in the relevant beginning portions and as
a separate chapter. The reality is that we are on a moving sidewalk of
transition that will be a part of our lives for most of (if not all of) our
careers. 

There is no shortcut—no one-size-fits-all template—available to us
as we plan today for a tomorrow that will be rife with change, not all
of which we can predict. But readers of this book will be as prepared as



it is possible to be for whatever the future hands us. Thanks, Steve;
we’re in your debt.

Diane I. Hillmann
Director of Metadata Initiatives
Information Institute of Syracuse
Syracuse, New York;
Partner
Metadata Management Associates
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Preface

xvii

Good quality metadata is critical for providing intellectual access to the
ever-increasing number of digital collections being created by libraries,
archives, museums, and other organizations today. Without good meta-
data, the digital resources would be sadly underutilized because most
potential users would never discover their existence. Information profes-
sionals charged with organizing these collections need guidance. Meta-
data for Digital Collections: A How-To-Do-It Manual and its companion
website (http://www.neal-schuman.com/metadata-digital-collections)
introduce readers to fundamental concepts and practices in a style acces-
sible to beginners and LIS students, as well as experienced practitioners
with little formal metadata training.

Metadata for Digital Collections does not presume that readers come
to the book with any cataloging experience. Instead, it guides students
and working professionals through the basics of digital resource descrip-
tion, raising their awareness of commonly encountered challenges,
along with common solutions, regardless of the specific metadata scheme
being used, and it suffuses every chapter with numerous illustrative
examples.

When turning to specific metadata schemes, rather than give a cur-
sory survey overview of a large number of them, as many texts do, this
book covers only three of those most commonly used for general digital
resource description—Dublin Core, MODS, and VRA—allowing for
each to be addressed in greater depth. Because Dublin Core is by far the
most widely used metadata scheme for digital collections today, this
book provides detailed, practical guidance on applying each of the
Dublin Core elements and qualifiers, taking special care to clarify those
most commonly misunderstood in order to assist readers in creating
better quality, more functional, sharable, and interoperable metadata.
The book uses MODS in large part for purposes of giving readers some
practical familiarity with a hierarchical XML-based scheme, as a basis for
informed comparison and contrast with Dublin Core, and for gaining
hands-on experience with mapping between diverse element sets.

The book culminates in a step-by-step guide on how to design and
document a metadata scheme or application profile for local institutional
needs and digital collection projects. Unlike many other metadata texts,
this book takes into account the widespread use of digital collection



management systems such as CONTENTdm. Metadata for Digital
Collections also covers such topics as XML encoding, OAI harvesting,
metadata sharing and aggregation, metadata quality control, and the
emerging environment of Linked Data and the Semantic Web, explain-
ing their relevance to current practitioners and students. 

Two central themes run throughout the text: the primary theme of
metadata functionality and secondary theme of metadata interoperability.
Each chapter emphasizes that practitioners design and create metadata
to perform specific functions for their users and that they also often need
to merge metadata from diverse sources and make it interoperate and
function together effectively for those users. The book covers the topics
of resource description, application of standardized metadata elements
and controlled vocabularies, and consistency in metadata creation all from
the perspective of how they function to serve end users’ information
discovery needs and how they facilitate metadata interoperability for the
same purposes.

The companion website (http://www.neal-schuman.com/metadata-
digital-collections) includes review questions, ideas for exercises, and
additional practical and reference sources useful for educators, students,
and practitioners. Those who complete this book will be well equipped
for engaging in concrete metadata work and entering the professional
marketplace, as well as for learning additional metadata topics and
schemes such as Encoded Archival Description (EAD).

This book is intended primarily, but not exclusively, for the following
audiences:

• Practitioners and students who need a practical introduction to
metadata for practical implementation and a detailed guide to
applying Dublin Core in practice

• Practitioners in small to medium-sized libraries, museums,
archives, and other institutions, rather than the largest, most
well-funded research and academic institutions

• Practitioners who are short on time, staff, budget, programming
expertise, professional reading, or formal metadata education

• Users of out-of-the-box digital collection software packages,
such as CONTENTdm, Insight + LUNA, or Greenstone

• Students and instructors in schools of library and information
studies and continuing education courses and workshops, as an
introduction to the world of metadata practice experienced by
these audiences 

Organization and Scope
Metadata for Digital Collections is organized into 11 chapters that
progressively build on one another in order to introduce fundamental
concepts and practices. The book’s design also facilitates independent
chapter consultation by practitioners who need on-the-run guidance.
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Chapter 1 introduces basic metadata concepts, definitions, functions,
and types. This chapter, and indeed the entire book, emphasize the creation
of metadata to perform functions for users of digital collections, such as
searching, browsing, navigating, identifying, and interpreting digital
texts, images, and other resources. Chapter 1 goes on to give an overview
of the larger digital collection creation process, of which metadata is but
one piece, followed by a brief overview of the process of designing a
metadata scheme for local use.

The next section of the book explores the most common kinds of
information needed to describe and provide access to digital resources and
gives practical guidance on understanding and applying the Dublin Core
Metadata Element Set. Chapters 2, 3, and 4 accomplish this and dig
into the nitty-gritty challenges faced by metadata designers and creators,
addressing such common questions as these:

• What is a “digital object” or “resource,” and what aspects of it
should a good metadata record describe and represent?

• How do I balance the meaning of local elements devised for a
specific collection with the meaning of standardized elements,
such as Dublin Core, to which they are mapped?

• How do I deal with information about both the digitized and
the original physical versions of a resource, when each has its
own creator, date, identifier, and other characteristics?

• What does each of the 15 Dublin Core metadata elements
mean, what qualifiers can be used with each, and how do I cor-
rectly apply them in practice?

• What is the meaning of, and difference between, the Dublin
Core Type and Format elements and the Relation and Source
elements?

• How should I devise titles for resources such as local photo-
graphs that have no pre-assigned titles?

• How do I analyze the subject content of a resource, such as an
image, and represent it using metadata terms?

Chapter 2 introduces fundamental resource description concepts and
issues encountered when creating metadata for digital collections. This
chapter also introduces the Dublin Core Metadata Element Set, including
simple (unqualified) as well as qualified Dublin Core (DC).

Metadata professionals face many practical challenges in the application
of elements needed to address user needs and system functionality
related to titles, identifiers, dates, languages, names, responsibility, and
intellectual property. Chapter 3 delves into these issues. After looking
at general needs and practices, it goes into detail on how to apply the
relevant Dublin Core elements for each of these aspects. Chapter 4
continues this approach, but turns to more complex and challenging
elements and practices, including resource types and formats, subject
analysis and representation by means of subject terms and descriptions,
and relationships among resources. After looking at each of these in

xix

Preface



general, it details how to apply the relevant Dublin Core elements for
each.

Controlled vocabularies improve resource discovery for users. Chapter
5 provides an overview of different types of vocabularies, such as lists,
taxonomies, and thesauri. It examines some of the most commonly used
established vocabularies, as well as the creation of an institution’s own
local vocabularies.

Chapter 6 provides a very simple introduction to the basics of XML,
focusing on those aspects needed to “read” and understand an XML-
based metadata record. It includes examples of Dublin Core and MODS
XML records, and concludes with a guide to the anatomy of an XML
metadata record.

MODS, the Metadata Object Description Schema, is the subject of
Chapter 7. This chapter gives an overview of the MODS elements,
subelements, and attributes; illustrative examples of MODS records; and
issues in mapping from Dublin Core to MODS. The chapter makes points
about the value of learning something about MODS even if not using it
in practice. Studying MODS provides an opportunity to compare Dublin
Core with a more complex, XML-based general resource description
scheme, and to directly experience the complexities of mapping between
different element sets, among other uses.

Chapter 8 surveys the Visual Resources Association (VRA) Core
Categories for works of art and architecture, including overviews of
both the relatively DC-like VRA 3.0 and the relatively MODS-like VRA
4.0, with record examples of each. VRA is covered in much less detail
than DC or MODS and is included primarily for purposes of further
comparison and contrast with those two schemes.

In the current and future metadata environments, practitioners need
to be concerned about the usability of their local metadata outside of its
original context. Chapter 9 investigates a set of interrelated topics
having to do with interoperability, including viability of metadata for
future system migration; sharing metadata within an institution or with
a consortium or a third-party aggregator; issues of metadata harvesting,
especially the use of the OAI harvesting protocol; metadata ingestion,
processing, and conversion; crosswalks and mapping among different
element sets; and metadata quality indicators and assessment methods.
The chapter concludes with five concrete practices that readers can
follow to improve their metadata quality and interoperability.

Metadata project managers often need not only to create metadata,
but also to design and document their own local metadata schemes or
application profiles. Chapter 10 details a step-by-step process of assessing
the context, content, and users of the collection, developing a set of
functional requirements, selecting or creating a set of metadata elements
and determining the element and database field specifications to meet
those functional requirements, as well as examples of, and best practices
for, documentation of one’s scheme. The chapter looks at two basic
models of metadata design: (a) selecting and adapting an established
scheme such as Dublin Core to serve for multiple collections within an
institution or consortium, and (b) creating collection-specific elements
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and mapping them to an established scheme such as Dublin Core (the
typical CONTENTdm method).

Chapter 11 serves as a beginner’s-level, step-by-step introduction to
the Resource Description Framework and other aspects of metadata in the
context of the currently developing Linked Data and Semantic Web
environments. This includes the formal registration of metadata elements
on the Internet using URIs, some basics of the Resource Description
Framework (RDF), selected concepts from the DCMI Abstract Model,
and recent developments in formalized Dublin Core Application Profiles.
The working assumption is that most readers of the book will not be
directly working with metadata in this context, but that some familiarity
with these topics is valuable both for current awareness of new devel-
opments in the field and for possible future directions in which many
current practitioners may eventually work.

Not all of the information in all chapters will be relevant to all practi-
tioners. For example, the chapters on MODS and VRA may be of little
interest to practitioners using only Dublin Core. But a study of a hierar-
chical, XML-based scheme such as MODS has great value for better
understanding a simpler, flatter scheme such as DC for getting a better
sense of the strengths and limitations of DC, for better understanding
hands-on issues of mapping from one scheme to another, and for gain-
ing insight into the types of metadata schemes that could possibly super-
sede DC in prominence for digital collections in the future. Learning
some basics about topics such as XML, interoperability, harvesting, and
aggregating will help broaden and deepen metadata practitioners’
knowledge of their field of practice and might also suggest unforeseen
practical applications.

One aspect of the book’s organization deserves special note. When
creating a digital collection, the first step is to design a metadata scheme
or application profile. Yet Metadata for Digital Collections covers this
topic in the second-to-last chapter rather than in the second chapter.
Experience has shown that, in order to design a well-developed and
effective metadata scheme, the designer needs a solid foundational
knowledge of resource description and controlled vocabulary issues, the
meaning and application of the standard scheme (such as Dublin Core,
MODS, or VRA) selected as the basis for the local scheme, and some
familiarity with issues of interoperability, harvesting, and mapping for
metadata shareability and long-term usability.

Metadata for Digital Collections provides a practice-oriented approach
to learning about and applying metadata based on the author’s many
years of practical experience and of teaching both students and working
professionals. Readers will come away with a solid working knowledge
of metadata for digital resources that they can put to use in their jobs or
take with them into today’s professional marketplace.
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