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Introduction

Renardus is a project of the European Union's Information Society Technologies (IST) programme. The project aims to build a Web-based service that will be able to search and browse across a range of European-based information services - in particular those Internet services known as subject gateways [1, 2]. Partners include national libraries, research centres and subject gateway services from Denmark, Finland, Germany, the Netherlands, Sweden and the UK, all co-ordinated by the Koninklijke Bibliotheek (National Library of the Netherlands)  [3].

Subject gateways' use of classification schemes

Subject gateways (sometimes called quality-controlled subject gateways) are Web-based services that provide access to Internet resources. They tend to be selective with regard to the Internet resources that they give access to, and are usually based on the manual creation of descriptive metadata. Services typically provide users with both search and browse facilities, and often offer hierarchical browse structures based on subject classification schemes [4]. Gateways' use of these schemes tends to be pragmatic. The classification scheme is used in order to group in proximity those resources that share the same broad subject matter in much the same way as classified books are organised in a systematic order on shelves in a physical library.

Subject gateways use a wide variety of different classification schemes to provide browse access to Internet resources. These include well-known general schemes like the Dewey Decimal Classification (DDC) and the Library of Congress Classification (LCC) as well as a number of more subject specialised or locally-produced schemes [5]. Within the Renardus partners, for example, gateway services use (or have adapted) parts of universal schemes like DDC or the Universal Decimal Classification (UDC), subject specialised schemes like the Ei classification, as well as locally-produced schemes like the Nederlandse Basisclassificatie (BC) and the Göttinger-Online-Klassifikation (GOK). Note also that some gateways have modified considerably the schemes that they use.

The classification mapping work in Renardus

Enhanced subject access is considered to be one of the key services offered by subject gateways, and an important part of the Renardus service will be its attempt to provide some kind of subject browsing service across the participating gateways. The project is, therefore, investigating ways that would enable the user to browse a single subject hierarchy covering the content of all participating gateways [6]. In order to achieve this, a classification scheme has been chosen to act as an 'switching language' within the Renardus pilot. The scheme chosen is the Dewey Decimal Classification (DDC) - a well-established universal classification scheme currently in its 21st edition, published and maintained by OCLC Forest Press [7]. A research license has been agreed with OCLC Forest Press that allows Renardus to use the DDC for the duration of the project. Gateways that wish to participate in the Renardus system will be invited to map DDC terms to the subject terms used in their own browse hierarchies. In order to facilitate this process, the project has established a small working group to prepare guidelines for this work. In addition, a software tool developed as part of the German CARMEN project [8] has been adapted to facilitate the relevant workflow. A workshop was held in Göttingen on the 22-23 February in order to introduce representatives of the partner services to the mapping concepts and tools.

The mapping workflow

The mappings will be made from the DDC to the subject browse hierarchies used by participating gateways. Each gateway participating in the mapping effort would first have to provide a machine-readable version of the classification scheme (or schemes) that they use, for uploading into the adapted CarmenX tool. Gateway staff can then use this tool to produce mappings from the DDC to the local scheme. The precise amount of mappings that will need to be produced will depend upon the complexity of the browse structures that have been implemented by gateways. It is not expected that all of the terms used will have direct equivalents in the DDC. For this reason, a set of relevance levels has been defined. These can indicate, for example, where there are narrower or broader equivalents or things like major and minor overlaps. The person doing the mapping will indicate the relevance level as part of the mapping process.

Interface issues

The adapted CarmenX tool saves the mapping information in a particular format. The Renardus broker can then use this information in order to create links in the Renardus DDC browse structure. The cross-browse structures that can be created using this model are relatively limited. It is not possible, for example, to link directly to resource descriptions from multiple gateways in a single browse hierarchy without a greater level of centralisation than that offered by the Renardus pilot. Instead, the Renardus browse system links directly into the subject hierarchies of individual gateways. For example, a user looking for information on violas would first browse through the DDC-based structure on the Renardus system until they find a relevant match (e.g., Stringed Instruments) with its relevance level. If a part of an individual gateway's browse structure has been mapped to this particular DDC term, the gateway's name or symbol, the local caption and its relevance ranking would become visible. The local caption would then become a hyperlink to the relevant part of the local browse structure. Once the user follows this link, they will leave the Renardus system and jump to the browse interface of the local gateway.

The mapping information is stored in a format defined by the working group. This means that this information could also be used as part of a Renardus advanced search feature or by other future services.

Progress to date

Since the mapping workshop in February, a number of gateways have contributed some mappings to the Renardus pilot broker system. The Renardus DDC browse hierarchy, therefore, currently contains links to parts of the browse hierarchies of DAINet, EELS, the Finnish Virtual Library, NOVAgate and the SSG-FI gateways based at SUB Göttingen. It is worth noting that the Renardus classification mapping work remains very experimental but promises to be an interesting method of joining the browse structures of distributed services. It may be of interest in other contexts also. 
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