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What is the aim of this 
presentation? 

• Tips and resources related to foreign 
language items (especially gifts) 
 

• Suggestions for identifying languages with 
non-Latin writings systems 
 

• Suggestions for finding OCLC records of 
items not in the Latin alphabet. 



Our Favorite Helps in Time of Need 

 
• ISBN/ISSN   

These numbers are the most common help 
with these situations. (Although there are 
times when they are not sufficient!) 

 
• Colleagues who know the languages 
 
 
 But what if these options are not available? 



What do I do when I have an item in 
hand that is not in the Latin alphabet? 

1. Identify the alphabet/writing system 
 

2. Identify the specific language 
 

3. Search for OCLC records in WorldCat for 
the item and use that information to help 
make a decision for selection purposes 
 

4. Share the OCLC information with the 
cataloging librarians. 

 
 

 
 



Tip #1: Look up the Writing System 

Online and/or print resources for identifying the 
alphabet or other writing system.   
 
 

• Wikipedia article on writing systems  
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_writing_systems 
 

Examples of print resources: 
 Daniels, P. T. & Bright, W. (1996). The world’s writing systems. 

 New York: Oxford University Press. 
 
 Von Ostermann, G. F. (1952). Manual of foreign languages for 

 the use of librarians, bibliographers, research workers, 
 editors, translators, and printers. New York: Central 
 Book Company. 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_writing_systems
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_writing_systems


Question: Can you identify the language? 

Citation for this publication is provided on handout 



Answer: There are two languages here! 

Citation for this publication is provided on handout 



Tip #2: Same alphabet does not mean 
the same language 

• Most alphabets/writing systems are shared 
by more than one language. 
 

• Remember this example: Dutch and English 
have same alphabet. 
 

• Identify the writing system, THEN identify 
the specific language 

 



Tip #3: Look for place of publication to 
help identify a language 

• Make a list of possible languages 
 

• The city of publication can often help ID 
the language. 
 

• Check the names of capitals and other 
major cities & see how they are written in 
the language. 
 

• Wikipedia usually gives the name of a city 
as it is written in the native language(s). 



Example: What language is this? 

Citation for this publication is provided on handout 



Is it Russian? 

It uses the Cyrillic alphabet, but a number of other 
languages use this alphabet too. 
 
-Ukrainian 
-Belarusian 
-Serbo-Croatian 
-Bulgarian 
-Kurdish 
-Tajik 
-And many more!! 
 
Maybe if I look for major cities (capitals) in some of 
these places I will find a match! 

 
 

 



Yes! We have a match! 

Kiev is the 
capital of 
Ukraine and its 
name is written 
in Ukrainian on 
the title page.   
So it is safe to 
believe that this 
book is in 
Ukrainian 



Tip #4: Learn the unique letters or characters 
of the language(s) you often encounter 

It is not necessary to: 
• Take language classes 
 
• Become an accomplished reader of the language 
 
Learn to spot the key identifiers 
 
• Does the language have any letters not found in other 

languages using same alphabet? 
 

• Are there any features that distinguish the written 
language(s)? 



 Chinese, Japanese, or Korean? 
Chinese uses traditional or simplified versions 
of its logographic characters. 
 Ex. 三体 : "地球往事"三部曲之一 
Japanese and Korean both use traditional 
Chinese characters together with their own 
particular writing systems.  

Citation for this publication is provided on handout 

Katakana 

Hiragana 

Learning to 
recognize Hiragana 
and Katakana helps  
to identify this 
language as 
Japanese 



Example: Russian, Ukrainian, or Belarusian? 
Look for the unique letters. 

Ukrainian’s unique letters: Є є & Ї ї 
 

– Unique letters do not always ID the language for 
certain 

– Make note of the most common languages that 
you will have to distinguish 

 Ex. Russian vs. Ukrainian 



Example: Russian, Ukrainian, or Belarusian? 
Look for the unique letters. 

 
Belarusian’s unique letter: Ў ў 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Citation for this publication is provided on handout 



Tip #5: Use transliteration to search for 
records in OCLC 

      (http://www.loc.gov/catdir/cpso/roman.html)  
When possible, use the ALA-LC Romanization Tables to 

transliterate key bibliographic data in OCLC.  
 
        
    Example:  
    Tvortsi i   
    suvremennost  
     
     

http://www.loc.gov/catdir/cpso
/romanization/bulgarian.pdf  

Citation for this publication is 
provided on handout 

Note that Sofia 
(София) is the 
capital of  
Bulgaria. 
 

So it’s safe to guess 
that it’s in Bulgarian 

http://www.loc.gov/catdir/cpso/roman.html
http://www.loc.gov/catdir/cpso/romanization/bulgarian.pdf
http://www.loc.gov/catdir/cpso/romanization/bulgarian.pdf


Example: Search in OCLC using Transliterated Words 

       



Example: Find Item in Results 
       



Be language specific with transliteration!  

The same letter from an alphabet may be 
transliterated differently in individual languages.   
 
Example: 
The Cyrillic letter “Г” is transliterated as 
 

 H in Ukrainian, Belarusian, & Rusyn 
 

 G in Russian, Bulgarian, Kurdish, and in most all 
other languages that use the Cyrillic alphabet 

 
 

Make sure you use the correct transliteration guide 



Tip #6: For logographic writing, develop 
some skills using character dictionaries 

 
• Chinese, Japanese and Korean dictionaries 

often have instructions inside on how to use 
them to search for characters. 

 
• Look for online videos that demonstrate 

these skills too. (Ex.YouTube). 
 

• Use dictionaries to find a Romanized version 
of the words. 

        



Example: Search Characters in Dictionary 

Book Title:  三体   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Romanized: san ti      
Citation for this publication is provided on handout 



       
Example: Search in OCLC using Transliterated Words 



Example: Find Item in Results 
       

When provided, 
the option to see 
the non-Roman 
characters is 
helpful! 



Example: Verify Words in the Language 
       



Tip #7: Use OCLC & other web 
information to review the item 

  
 

 

• Look at the subject headings and item classification 
 

• For the more frequent languages, make note of key 
literary terms as you encounter them.   

 Examples from Russian: 
Собрание сочинений (Collected Compositions), 
Избранное (Favorites), Повести и рассказы  
(Novellas and short stories), etc. 

 
• Search the web about the author(s) and the work 

 
• Make sure to share the OCLC numbers of any potential 

records with the cataloger(s).  They will appreciate it! 



       

Study OCLC Record for Key Information  



Summary 

  
 

 

• Know your specific needs and develop your skills accordingly. 
 
• Learn the keys to identify language and locate information. 

 
• Share what you learn with interested colleagues 
 
Please take a handout which has the tips & resources presented 
here. 
 
There is also an online guide related to this presentation with 
links to additional resources: 
http://libguides.auburn.edu/Library_Alphabet_Soup 
 

http://libguides.auburn.edu/Library_Alphabet_Soup
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