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8. Making Library Catalogues 

What is a library catalogue? 
A library catalogue tells you what books you have in your 
library and where to find them. Most library catalogues are 
arranged in alphabetical order. 

Why make catalogues? 
Your library may be small now, but if you are sent 1,000 
gift books in the future, you will need a catalogue so that 
you can find the book a reader says he or she would like 
to read. Catalogues can be very helpful for librarians when 
they need to find information for the two questions most 
asked by library users: 

•	 Where can I find the book called ...? (e.g. Animal Farm by 
George Orwell) 

•	 Is there any information in the library on ...? (e.g. 
cyclones) 

Different types of catalogue 
In bigger libraries, there will be several catalogues, 
including a title catalogue (and perhaps an author 
catalogue), a subject catalogue, and a shelf list. We will skip 
the subject and author catalogues.

Title catalogues 
A title catalogue helps you answer ‘Is there a book in the 
library called . . .?’ questions. This type of catalogue is useful 
because it is an alphabetical record of the titles of all the 
stock in the library. It is also essential for anyone who runs 
the library if you are ill or if you leave the library. 

Shelf lists 
A shelf list is a small file of cards arranged in the same 
order as the books on the shelves. The shelf list is a useful 
record for stocktaking (see page 75), which is an essential 
task. A shelf list can help you answer the ‘Is there any 
information in the library on . . .?’ questions.
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How do you make a title catalogue? 
We recommend that you make a title catalogue record 
for every piece of stock in the library, from pamphlets to 
videos. 

Without a title record, your successor, other staff, and 
readers may forget what titles are available in your library. 

There are two ways of making a title catalogue: writing 
titles in an exercise book or using a card index system. Both 
methods have been tried and tested by librarians, but the 
card index system is better if you are expecting your library 
to grow. 

Title cataloguing using an exercise book (see figure 8.1)
1. Divide each page of an exercise book into four columns, 

one for the title, one for the author (if known), one 
for the accession number, and one for the subject 
classification (so that readers know where to look for 
the book on the bookshelves). 

2. Put all titles starting with ‘A’ together on the same 
pages, all titles starting with ‘B’ together on the same 
pages and so on until you reach ‘Z’. It does not matter 
if you mix information and fiction books on the same 
page. 

The problem with this method is that as the page becomes 
full you cannot easily add new stock. However, it is a useful 
method if you cannot obtain catalogue cards and your 
library stock is small. 
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Figure 8.1. Title catalogue in an exercise book.
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Title cataloguing using index cards (see figure 8.2)
1. Each item of stock must have a separate card. If you are 

making your own index cards, you should aim to make 
them a standard size. The ones available in shops and 
from library suppliers are 125 x 75 mm (5 x 3 inches). 

Figure 8.2. An index card title catalogue.

2. On each index card, write the title of the book at the 
top. 

3. Underneath, write the author (if known). Beneath 
that, write the accession number. Then on the line 
underneath, write the subject classification, if it is an 
information book, or ‘F’ (for fiction) followed by a full 
stop and the first letter of the author’s last name, if it is 
a fiction book. Users will then know where to find the 
book they want on the library shelves. 
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4. Keep the index cards filed in an issue box (this could be 
a shoebox) in alphabetical order by the title of the book. 

5. Show people how to use the title catalogue and explain 
that the index cards should never be removed from the 
issue box, nor should the order be muddled up. To avoid 
title catalogue cards being removed from your index 
box, you could make a hole in the centre of each card 
and then put a thin stick or rod through all the cards. 

How do you make a subject index? 
The best way to make a simple subject index is to draw 
a poster. Copy the table on page 65 onto a poster or you 
could make a ‘Tree of Knowledge’ poster like the one 
illustrated in chapter 7 (figure 7.2). 

How do you make a shelf list? 
Every information and fiction book needs a shelf list card 
(see figure 8.3). Use standard sized index cards. 

1. Take a book. On the top left-hand side of the index card 
put the book’s subject code and colour. 
a. If it is an information book (e.g. Try the Rabbit by 

Stephan Adjare, which is about breeding rabbits for 
meat in Ghana), this would be number 600 and red. 
Look at chapter 7 again to remind yourself about 
classification. 

b. If it is a fiction book (e.g. Moses in a Mess by Barbara 
Kimenye), there will be no classification code. 
Instead write ‘F.K’. The ‘F’ stands for fiction and is 
obviously quicker to write on each of the shelf list 
cards than the full word ‘fiction’. After the full stop, 
you write ‘K’, for Kimenye, which is the first letter of 
the author’s last name. 

2. Underneath the classification code or ‘F’ letter, write the 
title of the book. 

3. Underneath the title, write the name of the author, if 
known. 

© 2012 African Library Project. You are free to share these resources— to copy, distribute  
and transmit the manual as long as you credit African Library Project (ALP).  

It is prohibited to sell or distribute these files in any format for profit without prior written consent from ALP.



73

4. At the bottom right-hand corner, write the book’s 
accession number. 

5. Arrange shelf list cards for information books by their 
subject classification number. Arrange shelf list cards for 
fiction books in alphabetical order by the author’s last 
name. 

6. When you have a card for all the books, take each card 
and make two holes in the left side – you could do this 
with a hole punch. Put some string through this hole 
and tie all the cards for each subject into a booklet. 
Make a separate booklet for the fiction titles (see    
figure 8.4). 

7. Your shelf list for information books will now be 
divided into 10 booklets. These can be used when you 
stocktake.

8. If your library receives more books, you can untie the 
string and add shelf list cards for the new stock. 

Figure 8.3. Making a shelf list card. 
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How to solve some cataloguing problems 
•	 Takes a long time? You will probably find making 

catalogues is quite easy to do, but that it takes a long 
time. Try to encourage library monitors, volunteers, or 
club members to help you make these catalogues. 

•	 Hard to read? Write neatly. You could use a typewriter if 
one is available. 

•	 Two or more copies of the same book? Write a 
separate title card and shelf list card for each of these 
books. You will be able to tell that there is more than 
one copy because the accession number (in the bottom 
right-hand corner) will be different. 

Figure 8.4. Shelf list catalogues.
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•	 Authors who have written more than one book? File 
these by their classification number, then alphabetically 
by the title of the book.

What is stocktaking? 
Stocktaking is done to find out if all stock in the library is 
still there. For security reasons at the end of every term, ask 
readers and staff to return all their books to the library. Pin 
up notices so that readers and staff know which books are 
missing. Encourage people to return missing books using 
the ideas suggested in chapter 11. 

Once a year, close the library for a day for a stocktake (at 
a school library, do this near the end of the final term, 
when some students will be leaving the school forever). 
Ask library monitors, volunteers, or club members to 
walk round the bookshelves using the shelf list cards to 
check that the information and fiction books are all on the 
shelves. This is how a teacher working for VSO in Sierra 
Leone taught her counterparts and library monitors to 
stocktake: 

Take the shelf list booklet and check each book, 
shelf by shelf. If books are missing, write ‘missing’ 
and the date in the space below the titles. Also 
mark with red ink the outer edge of the shelf list 
booklet so that missing hooks can be easily traced 
when flicking through the shelf list booklet later. 
If the books are there, leave the space on the shelf list 
card empty. When the books are checked and found to 
be there, turn them 90 degrees, so that they are fore-
edge down on the shelf. Then any books that are left 
upright are either in the wrong place, or have no shelf 
list card or have been missed in the stocktake checking. 
 – Christine George, Sierra Leone
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