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7. Organising Information Books – 
Classification 
Your books should now be divided into reference, 
information, and fiction books, and every book should 
have been entered into the accession register. The next 
step is to classify the information books. 

What is classification? 
Classification is a method of organising book titles so that 
books on the same subject are kept near each other on the 
bookshelf. 

To organise information books (also called non-fiction 
books), the best method is to divide your stock into 
different subject areas and then give each book a 
classification label using a code. You can code by letter, 
number, or colour. 

Why do information books need to be classified? 
Classification is essential because it keeps information 
books on the same subject together. This means readers 
can find the information they want as quickly as possible. 
Once they understand the library classification system, 
they will know where to find the books they are looking 
for. 

What stock is not classified? 
Most fiction books are not classified into subject sections; 
they are usually filed alphabetically instead. Read more 
about this in chapter 9. Only poetry books, books about 
literature and authors, and anthologies (collections of 
fiction by many authors) are classified using the systems in 
this chapter.

General information books, such as encyclopaedias, should 
be put into the reference section. Reference books should 
not be lent by the library. Large books that do not fit on  
the bookshelves are classified into the relevant subject 
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area, but they are shelved in special bookcases for oversize 
books. 

You may also add another section of books for teachers. 
Textbooks that are not the set books for your school may 
be useful for teachers as they prepare their lessons. Usually 
teachers would be allowed to borrow these books, but not 
students.

How do you decide which subject area each book 
belongs in? 
In order to classify a book, you will have to decide upon 
the main subject of each book. Sometimes this can be 
difficult and people may not agree on the main subject. 

Figure 7.1. Clear signs (shelf guides) help readers find books in a 
well-organised library (Lesotho).

What is a subject? 
A subject is an area of knowledge. Major library subjects 
might include agriculture, health, religion, and sport. 
Imagine a row of boxes with subject titles (e.g. Health, 
Agriculture) printed on the outside of each box. Inside 
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the boxes will be information about different aspects of a 
particular subject. In the Health box, for example, will be 
material on first aid, inoculations, nurses, hospitals, etc.

Practice Classification Exercise 
Look at the list below. Decide which are main subjects 
that should go on the outside of the boxes and which 
are types of information that should go inside the boxes. 

•	 Agriculture 
•	 Irrigation 
•	 Religion 
•	 The Bible 
•	 Technology 
•	 Second World War Aeroplanes 

Answer 
The main subjects are agriculture (irrigation belongs 
in this subject box); religion (the Bible belongs in this 
box); and technology (material on Second World War 
aeroplanes belongs in this box).

You may find that some books seem to fit into several 
subjects. Take, for example, an imaginary book called 
Economic Miracle: Cocoa Growing in Ghana. Would you 
put this book in the business section (economics); the 
religion section (miracle); the agriculture section (cocoa); 
or the geography section (Ghana)? Of course, the book 
does not actually exist, but if it did, I think I would put it in 
the business section or the agriculture section, because 
it seems to be about economics and agriculture. What do 
you think? 

If you cannot decide how to classify a book, try looking on 
the title verso page (the back of the title page – see figure 
4.2). In some books, the Library of Congress Classification 
information is included, and you will see a numbered list 
of subjects. Classify the book in the first subject listed. 
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You can also look in appendix B; it includes a list of many 
specific topics and shows which category they belong in.

How to classify your books
We recommend you use the Junior Colour Code to classify 
your books. It is a simplified version of the Dewey Decimal 
Classification (DDC) system, which is explained in more 
detail in appendix B. We explain the DDC briefly here 
because it will help you use the Junior Colour Code.

Dewey Decimal Classification (DDC) 
The Dewey Decimal Classification (DDC) is used 
throughout the world in large libraries. At its simplest, the 
Dewey system classifies books into 10 broad subject areas, 
which are coded by numbers. Particular subject areas are 
given a range of code numbers recognised throughout 
the world. The 10 ranges start with the numbers 000, 
100, 200, 300, 400, 500, 600, 700, 800, 900. If, for example, 
you want to classify a science book, you will look at the 
Dewey Decimal Classification schedule and see that 
science books take the code classification number 500 or 
500-and-something (i.e. the range of numbers from 500 
to 599). The science section will include books on a wide 
range of sciences (e.g. chemistry, physics, biology, and 
mathematics). 

Dewey Decimal Classification 
Subject Code number 
Reference  000
Philosophy  100
Religion  200
Social sciences  300
Language  400
Science  500
Technology, agriculture  600
Arts and recreation  700
Literature  800
History, geography, biography 900
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Using the Junior Colour Code system
In the Junior Colour Code system, books are divided into 
the same subject areas as the Dewey system. However, 
each subject area is given both a Dewey code number and 
a special colour. Many find it easier to look for coloured 
labels on books than to look for a classification number. 
If, in the future, the library receives a large collection of 
information books, changing the library classification 
system to Dewey will be simple. All you will need to do is 
to stop adding coloured labels to the spines of the books 
and start adding more exact numbers (see appendix B). 

With the Junior Colour Code system, users can recognise 
the information book they want by the colour on the spine 
label of the book as well as by the number. For example, 
an information book about growing maize would be given 
a red coloured spine label and the Dewey classification 
number 600, and would be put on the bookshelves with 
the other agriculture books. 

Figure 7.2. A poster showing the Junior Colour Code (you can colour 
the branches to match their colour in the library). You can also just 
write out the categories and their colours without a drawing.

Under Dewey classification, history, geography, and 
biography books are shelved together in the 900 section. 
With the Junior Colour Code system, history, geography, 
and biography books are also kept together on the 
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bookshelves, but they have blue labels on their spine 
to make it easier for readers to find the books they are 
looking for. The table below shows the standard colours 
used in the Junior Colour Code system.

Junior Colour Code 
Subject  Spine label  Dewey   
 colour  number 
Reference  No colour  000 
Philosophy,  
religion, festivals Black  100 and 200
Transport and  
economics  Orange  300 
Grammar, local  
languages Brown  400 
Science: physics,  
chemistry, 
mathematics,  
weather, rocks  Yellow  500 
Biology: nature,  
animals  Green  570 
Technology:  
agriculture,  
business, industry  Red  600
Art and sport,  
music  Purple  700 
Literature: plays,  
poetry,  
myths, legends  Pink  800 
History, geography,  
biography Blue  900 

Copy this classification table on to a large poster so that 
readers and staff can check where to look for books (see 
figure 7.2 for an example). 

Now, you will need to sort your books, put a classification 
colour code on each spine label, and place the books on 
shelves with clear shelf guides (see chapter 10 and figure 
10.3 for more on shelf guides). 
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How to make spine labels 
Once you know which subject your information book 
should be classified in, you will need to put a classification 
mark on a spine label on the outside cover of each book. 
Figure 7.3 shows how this is done. 

Figure 7.3. Putting spine labels on books and pamphlets. 

It is best to use a marker pen to write on the spine, or 
stick coloured tape or masking tape on the spine and 
write the classification number on to the tape. If you do 
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not have coloured tape, use a coloured marker to make 
small strips of coloured paper and then tape them on the 
spine. Some librarians write the number on a thin strip of 
paper and then glue this to the back cover, spine, and front 
cover; however, this may not stay glued on if the book is 
borrowed regularly. 

Exercise to test your classifying skills 
Question: How would you classify these books? What 
colour code would you put on the spine? 

Oil and Coal    Keeping Animals
What Is Rain?   Cooking with Eggs
Secrets of Football  Modern Poems

Answer:
Book title  Colour code Subject code 
Oil and Coal  Red  600 Technology
Keeping Animals Red  600 Technology
What Is Rain?  Yellow  500 Science
Cooking with Eggs Red  600 Technology
Secrets of Football Purple  700 Art and 

recreation
Modern Poems Pink  800 Literature

What do you do when you have finished 
classification? 
First, congratulations! Now that you have finished 
classifying the books in the library, your remaining tasks 
are to make a shelf list, produce a title catalogue, organise 
the fiction books into alphabetical order, and organise your 
lending system. Then, you will be ready to put the books 
on the shelves and open the library. While there is still a lot 
of work left to do, you have accomplished one of the most 
challenging and time-consuming tasks.
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