Library of Congress Subject Headings (LCSH)

The LCSH are a standardized list of topics assigned to books in library catalogs.  We use this list in the library, because words often have synonyms (for example, car, automobile, and vehicle).  Using the controlled vocabulary allows a searcher to find all the books on an exact topic by using the correct subject heading.

A comprehensive list of these headings is provided in the five big red books in the reference area.  You can use these books to find currently used subject headings, and to brainstorm other search terms.


LCSH Structure


LCSH uses a hierarchy to arrange its subject headings.  Words or phrases in bold type are accepted subject headings.  Printed directly below an accepted heading you may see one of these acronyms followed by additional headings:

BT – Broader Term:  Example: 
Bluejays 

  – BT  Birds
NT – Narrower Term: Example: 
Birds 

  – NT  Bluejays

RT – Related Term:  Example: 
Birds 

  – RT  Eggs

Other abbreviations that you may see include:

 UF – Used For: Words in this category have been dropped from standard usage.  Do not use these words as subject headings!

USE – A USE reference directs you from an old heading to a new accepted heading.

SEE – Similar to “USE” a see reference directs you from a variation of a term to the accepted standardized term.

SA – See Also directs you to additional topics of potential interest.

Subdivisions

Each main heading may be built up with subdivisions to form more specific headings.  Specific limits such as dates, geographic locations, and aspects of a topic (e.g. political aspects) are common subdivisions.  Subdivided topics are indicated by a dash ( -- ) below a bold term.  In the red books you’ll see subdivisions written like this:

Mathematics

  – Study and teaching 

  – –  Psychological aspects

However, in the library catalog you’ll see subdivisions written like this:

Mathematics Study and teaching Psychological aspects

When searching in the catalog you don’t need to put in the dashes.  Also, some subdivisions are common enough that they are not always listed in the red books, but are used in the catalog.  Examples include, but are not limited to:

Social life and customs

Moral and ethical aspects

Psychological aspects

History

Interviews



Sources

Final Tip

When a librarian assigns a subject heading to a book, s/he will always try to use the most specific heading possible (the narrowest term).  When doing a search in the library’s catalog always try to use the most specific term you can find, because this will give you the most accurate results.
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