
Delving into Dewey 
Decimal Classification

Karen Snow, Professor
School of Information Studies

Dominican University



What is Library 
Classification?
DDC Background
DDC Features
WebDewey
Assigning DDC Numbers
Table 1 Standard 

Subdivisions
Classifying Biographies
Tips & Tricks

2



A Practical Guide to 
Dewey Decimal 
Classification

Published by Rowman & 
Littlefield

February 2024



What is Library Classification?

The process of fitting a resource into a 
pre-determined hierarchy of concepts 
and then assigning notation that 
represents the resource’s topic. 
The notation is typically numeric 
(numbers) or alphanumeric (number-
letter) and it:
1) Brings together (collocates) works on 

the same topic
2) Provides a physical or virtual address 

for a resource
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What is Library Classification?

The most popular library classification 
systems in the United States are:
1) Dewey Decimal Classification (DDC) –

contains only numbers in class number 
(940.52) and is used primarily by school 
and public libraries

2) Library of Congress Classification (LCC) –
contains numbers and letters in class 
number (D811.5) and is used primarily by 
academic libraries
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Call Numbers

• It is not uncommon for libraries 
use their own call numbers 
without class numbers, which is 
fine, but can result in many 
books having the same call 
number.

• In larger collections it is 
important to create unique call 
numbers, if possible. 
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Melvil Dewey

Lived 1851-1931 – as a student 
assistant at Amherst College in 
Amherst, Mass. (early 1870s), Dewey 
set out to create a system where 
each library item could have a 
permanent “address” that could be 
used at any library…the “relative 
location system”

Melvil & Godfrey Dewey, 1888 
(Wiegand, 1996) 7



https://www.google.com/books/edition/A_Classification_and_Subject_Index_for_C/TSMDAAAAYAAJ?hl=en&gbpv=0
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Dewey Decimal Classification – 
10 Main Classes

Organized by discipline, not by subject
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Dogs in Dewey

636.7 – Dogs (animal husbandry)
599.772 – Dogs (zoology)
363.3481 – Rescue dogs
615.85158 – Therapy dogs
798.8 – Dog racing
Etc.
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Gail Borden Library, Elgin, IL

“Zones”
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Dewey Decimal Classification

•Most widely used library classification scheme in the world. Regularly revised.

•Currently owned by OCLC, but development and maintenance of DDC occurs 
within the DDC editorial office at the Library of Congress (where it has resided 
since 1923).

•Unabridged edition = 23rd edition
•Abridged edition = 15th edition
•Also in web form = WebDewey (contains both abridged & unabridged editions)
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https://www.oclc.org/en/dewey/webdewey.html 13



https://www.oclc.org/content/dam/oclc/dewey/versions/print/intro.pdf
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https://ddc.typepad.com/
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DDC Hierarchical Structure
10 main classes (e.g., 600 - Technology)

Each class has 10 divisions - represented by second digit of the notation (e.g., 610 –
Medicine & Health)

Each division has 10 sections – represented by the third digit of the notation (e.g., 
616 – Diseases)

After each section, you can create more specific notation after a decimal point if you 
need to incorporate specific aspects of the subject (e.g., 616.3 – Diseases of the 
digestive system)

Important Note: Dewey class numbers will always be at least 3 digits long. If 
longer, a decimal point must be placed between the third and fourth digits.
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DDC Notation “Expressiveness”
• DDC is very “expressive”

• Expressiveness of any notation refers to the extent that the system of symbols
expresses the relationships found among the category statements.

• “In other words, the number of characters in the classmark for a subject 
corresponds directly to the position of the subject in the hierarchy.” 
(Broughton, 2015)
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DDC Hierarchy

796.8309

700 Arts and recreation
790 Recreational and performing arts
796 Athletic and outdoor sports and games
796.8 Combat sports
796.83 Boxing
796.8309 History of boxing

The full meaning of a DDC number depends on its position in the hierarchy to which 
it belongs (i.e., the context).
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DDC Number Building
• We can build class numbers that include attributes such as the format 

of the resource (e.g., dictionary, periodical), time period (e.g., 20th 
century, 1950s), and geographic location (e.g., United States, Pacific 
Ocean). 

• With the addition of table notations (which are not required, by the 
way), as well as other notation that can be added through other types 
of number building, DDC numbers can get pretty lengthy. 
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DDC Advantages

• DDC was the first classification scheme to use the concept of relative 
location to organize materials on the shelf

• The pure notation (i.e., all Arabic numbers) is recognized internationally

• The hierarchical notation expresses the relationship between and among 
class numbers

• The decimal system enables infinite expansion and subdivision
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DDC Disadvantages

• Its Anglo-American bias is evident in its emphasis on American, English, 
and European language, literature, and history in the 400s (Language), 
800s (Literature), and 900s (History), and Protestantism/Christianity in 
the 200s (Religion)

• Some related disciplines are separated: e.g., 400 and 800; 300 (Social 
Science) and 900

• Some subjects are not comfortably placed (e.g., Computer science in 
000; Psychology as part of Philosophy in 100)
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DDC Disadvantages

• In the 800s, literary works by the same author are scattered according to 
form (e.g., Shakespeare’s poems (821) are separated from his plays 
(822))

• Decimal numbering limits its capacity for accommodating subjects on the 
same level because there can only be 9 divisions

• Different rates of growth of some disciplines have resulted in an uneven 
structure (e.g., 300 (Social science) and 600 (Technology) are particularly 
overcrowded)
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DDC Disadvantages

• Specificity results in long numbers, which can be awkward for shelving 
and on spine labels

• Altering numbers because of a new edition creates practical problems in 
libraries (e.g., the need for reclassification, relabeling, and reshelving –
this is why Dewey insisted, as much as possible, on the “integrity of 
numbers”)
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https://dewey.org/webdewey/login/login.html

Use your authorization & password 
to log into WebDewey
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http://dewey.org/webdewey/login/login.html
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Divisions

Sections
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“Searching” WebDewey will produce results that contain 
“Toys” anywhere in the entry

Puzzle piece next to a 
class number indicates 
that it is a “built” number, 
a feature in WebDewey 
that is not in the print 
volumes – I will come back 
to this concept
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The Relative Index “arranges subject terms alphabetically, and links the terms to the 
disciplines in which they appear in the schedules” (Chan & Mitchell, 2003, p. 17). 
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Browsing the Relative Index will return results with the chosen term or terms, 
but in alphabetical order surrounded by other entries within the Relative 
Index. 30



The organization of your 
screen may look slightly 
different from mine. 

Pay close attention to the 
information in Notes!
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Manual

• Gives advice on classifying in difficult areas, but is not exhaustive

• Arranged by Dewey number

• There are often references to the Manual within the schedules and 
tables so that the classifier knows to go there for further 
information about a specific number, range of numbers, or choice 
among numbers
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http://dewey.org/webdewey/login/login.html
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http://dewey.org/webdewey/login/login.html
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523.642 

THE OUIJA BOARD IN 
SPIRITUALISM

133.9325

Practice – Find the DDC Number

HALLEY’S COMET DINOSAURS

567.9
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DDC Number Building

Cleaning clothes at home – 648.1
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Number Building in DDC

• In order to get greater specificity in Dewey, you often 
have to “build” Dewey numbers.

• There are different ways to build:
• Through tables and instructions within Dewey
• Through the separate Tables 1-6
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DDC Tables

•The notation from the Tables is never used alone, but attached to class 
numbers from the Schedules as instructed for greater specificity – table 
notation not required

•Table notation will always begin with a long hyphen:

--81 (Brazil)

--0905 (21st century)

--0727 (Statistical methods)
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http://dewey.org/webdewey/login/login.html
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Table 1 – Standard Subdivisions

• Place a standard subdivision at the end of a DDC number.

• Make sure you follow the instructions at the DDC number. 
Sometimes you are not allowed to include a standard 
subdivision, you need something additional, or the subdivision is 
already built into the class number.

• Do not include two standard subdivisions unless given special 
permission.
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Table 1 – Example

A dictionary of dinosaurs

https://www.ebay.com/c/10013275764
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Table 1 – Example
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Table 1 - Example

Dinosaur dictionary

Dinosaurs = 567.9

Dictionary = --03

567.9 + --03 = 567.903 
(plus sign (+) meaning: place the standard subdivision at the 
end of the class number)
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Built numbers – 
constructed  
using Tables



Table 1 - Standard Subdivisions

• Unless other instructions are given, the terminal zeros in a main 
class or division number should be dropped before adding a 
standard subdivision

510 (Mathematics) + --05 (journals from Table 1) = 510.5

100 (Philosophy) + --03 (encyclopedias from Table 1) = 103, not 100.03
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Table 1 - Example

…..However, look at Physics (530)
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Practice

Assign a DDC number to the following works (main topic in bold) 
& add Table 1 notation.

1. An illustrated book about zodiac signs

2. A serial publication on the topic of descriptive cataloging

3. Research on geese (within animal husbandry)
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Practice - Answers

1. An illustrated book about zodiac signs 
133.52022

133.52 = zodiac signs
--022 = illustrations from Table 1

2. A serial publication on the topic of descriptive cataloging 
025.3205

025.32 = descriptive cataloging
--05 = serial publications from Table 1
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Practice - Answers

3. Research on geese (within animal husbandry)

636.598072

636.598 = geese

--072 = research from Table 1
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Biographies

It is not unusual for libraries to have one area for all biographies.
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Biographies in Dewey
• Several options, including the use of 920 or simply “B” or “BIO” for all 

biographies.
• Otherwise, DDC encourages assigning individual biographies the class 

number associated with the subject’s “most noted contribution,” then 
adding –092 from Table 1. 

791.4
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Table 1
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791.4
+
--092 (from Table 1)
= 
791.4092

“If the person made approximately equal contributions to a 
number of fields, use the number for the subject that provides 
the best common denominator, giving some extra consideration 
to the person's occupation.”—Manual entry for T1--092
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DDC Tips n’ Tricks

• When assigning a DDC number, always check to see how your library 
and other libraries have classed that resource or a similar resource. 

59



60



DDC Tips n’ Tricks

• When assigning a DDC number, always check to see how your library 
and other libraries have classed that resource or a similar resource. 

• Check the back side of the title page (title page verso) for Library of 
Congress Cataloging-In-Publication (CIP) data. 
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DDC Tips n’ Tricks

• When assigning a DDC number, always check to see how your library 
and other libraries have classed that resource or a similar resource. 

• Check the back side of the title page (title page verso) for Library of 
Congress Cataloging-In-Publication (CIP) data. 

• Melvil Decimal System on Library Thing: 
https://www.librarything.com/mds
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https://www.librarything.com/mds/39
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Thank you!
Karen Snow

ksnow@dom.edu
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