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There is little literature on documenting the correct application of classification systems. 
This paper seeks to remedy this gap by describing how Northeastern Illinois University cre-
ated documentation for their implementation of system that describes Illinois State publica-
tions. We recommend creating documentation that is flexible, accessible, and user-oriented. 
Flexible documentation not only facilitates changes to the documentation, it also allows 
librarians to take advantage of other uses of this documentation. In our case, the process of 
documentation produced a near complete listing of Illinois publications and provided the 
basis for a structural history of Illinois government. Documentation of classification systems 
not only improves library work, but also assists in preserving artifacts of library history. 

The goal of library classification is to “bring together those books which will be 
most used together,”1 and by doing so improve retrieval and enhance browsing, 

among other things.2 In a physical collection, the call numbers assigned by classifica-
tion systems ensure that each item has a home in the bookstacks, and they serve as a 
visible reminder that the materials shelved next to each other are related in some way. 
An enterprise like classifying library materials is necessarily complex, especially as 
the largest libraries have many millions of items, each of which requires a distinct call 
number designation. As a complex endeavor, it is necessary to have detailed docu-
mentation of classification systems. Although this documentation is clearly crucial, 
there is very little guidance on how to create or structure this documentation. While 
this is likely because most libraries rely on outside agencies—such as Library of 
Congress (LC)—to maintain classification systems, it is not unusual for libraries to 
use local or modified systems for portions of their collections.3 This article describes 
the approach taken at Northeastern Illinois University to document the local system 
used to classify its Illinois State publications.

Northeastern Illinois University employs the Nakata-Strange Classification Sys-
tem to classify its collection of Illinois State documents. This system was developed 
by Yuri Nakata and Michele Strange in 1974 and was intended to organize the pub-
lications of the State of Illinois at the University of Illinois Chicago.4 There are nine-
teen libraries that serve as Illinois Depository Libraries, that is, they receive copies of 
state publications to ensure public access.5 As is the case for the Federal Depository 
Library Program, the Illinois depository program makes a number of stipulations 
regarding public access and retention of materials.6 The Illinois State Library, which 
administers this deposit program, does not require that libraries employ any specific 
classification system for materials received as part of this program. As a result, six-
teen of the depository libraries have opted to use either the LC or Dewey Decimal 
systems to classify their Illinois documents. The Chicago Public Library employs 
a local system inspired by the Superintendent of Documents (SuDocs) system, 
while the remaining two libraries, Northeastern Illinois University (NEIU) and the 
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University of Illinois Chicago (UIC) use the Nakata-Strange 
System, which is likewise inspired by SuDocs.

Like SuDocs, the Nakata-Strange System is based on the 
current organizational status of the government author, and 
therefore changes as the organizational structure of the state 
government changes.7 This means that Nakata and Strange’s 
original documentation is unable to classify today’s publica-
tions, as many departments (such as the Departments of Nat-
ural Resources, Homeland Security, and Human Services) 
did not yet exist in 1974. As a result, new class stems (DNR, 
HLS, and DHS for the respective aforementioned examples) 
have been created. Likewise, subagencies and serials are 
identified by integers, so the creation of new subagencies and 
serials (which is very common) requires the assignment of 
new numbers to these corporate bodies and works.

What makes the Nakata-Strange Classification System 
different from SuDocs or from the many other state publi-
cation classification schemes is the lack of oversight from a 
central agency. New SuDocs numbers are assigned by the US 
Government Publishing Office, and most state publication 
classifications are governed by their respective state libraries. 
The Nakata-Strange System has no such oversight, and the 
two libraries (NEIU and UIC) that use this system have not 
collaborated, resulting in what are effectively distinct systems 
at each library. For example, UIC uses NR to designate the 
Illinois Department of Natural Resources where NEIU uses 
DNR. And where NEIU designates the Department of Home-
land Security with the class step HLS, UIC instead employs 
TT to designate the Terrorism Taskforce, which was a sub-
agency of the Department of Homeland Security. Not only do 
the two libraries disagree about the form of certain class stems, 
they also disagree about which agencies merit class stems.

Until recently, Northeastern Illinois University Libraries 
had little documentation of its system for classifying Illinois 
documents. In fact, simply learning that our system was based 
on that of Nakata and Strange required many hours of brows-
ing through binders of old documentation. The only visible 
documentation was two drawers of typed 3x5 inch notecards 
that were kept in the Government Documents Office. These 
cards outlined the basics of the system from the most general 
level (the department/class stem) to a more granular level 
(the book number or serial number). This method of record 
keeping was inaccurate and difficult to access, as the draw-
ers of cards were not easily moved or taken home for remote 
work. Therefore we decided to create an electronic version of 
these records to improve access and accuracy.

While our initial goal was simply to improve access, we 
saw this as an opportunity to create a full system of docu-
mentation that included not only data from the cards, but 
also text explaining the structure of call numbers so library 
staff could more easily assign new call numbers. We also rec-
ognized the value of our system as a unique piece of library 
history and hoped to preserve this system in a way that 

acknowledged that history. In creating our documentation, 
we also wanted to be transparent about how it was created 
to assist any other institutions that are tasked with creating 
similar documentation. 

As we planned for and ultimately created our docu-
mentation, we found that many of the same principles that 
govern general documentation applied to the documentation 
of classification systems. Namely, documentation should be 
accessible, f lexible, and user-oriented. By opting for a web-
based platform with built-in f lexibility, we were able to not 
only create a useful guide for library staff, but to also create a 
comprehensive list of our Illinois documents holdings, lay the 
foundation for a history of Illinois government, and preserve 
the unique aspects of our local implementation of a unique 
classification system.

Literature Review

While there is literature that describes the practical applica-
tion of classification systems, there is little literature that 
describes how these systems should be documented. Even 
well-documented classification systems tend not to elaborate 
on how documentation was created or why it is organized 
in the way that it is. The Library of Congress Classification 
and Shelf listing Manual, for example, provides considerable 
information about the history of LC schedules, but does not 
describe how the structure of this documentation was orga-
nized and why given elements of the documentation were 
chosen for inclusion.8

In planning for our documentation, we consulted docu-
mentation for other classification systems to determine how 
ours should be structured. In addition to LC classification, 
we took guidance from the SuDocs system,9 which served as 
the inspiration for the Nakata-Strange Classification System. 
We also consulted other state documents classification sys-
tems, many of which have been collected by the GODORT-
affiliated State Documents Collaborative Group.10

As the Nakata-Strange Classification System was based 
on SuDocs, it was also useful to consult the documentation 
for other classification systems that are derived from other, 
better-documented systems. The National Library of Medi-
cine Classification,11 and Canadian Class PS8000,12 which 
are LC-based, and the Mormon Classification System,13 
which is Dewey Decimal–based, provided insights into how 
to structure documentation when a similar system is more 
thoroughly documented. In these cases, it is assumed that the 
user has knowledge of the base systems and focuses on the 
novel aspects of the derivative systems.

Documentation in technical services is somewhat better 
represented in the literature, and some of the key points raised 
in this literature informed how we planned our own process 
of documentation. Nevertheless, much of the literature on 
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library documentation actually laments the lack of literature 
on the topic, as well as the overall lack of documentation that 
occurs in libraries.

In 1999, Brisson characterized the lack of documentation 
in libraries as resulting from the perceived ineffectiveness of 
documentation in improving library productivity, and noted 
that libraries often rely on institutional memory, rather than 
effective documentation to “maintain consistency in local 
practice and procedures.”14 In 2005, White similarly ref lected 
on the lack of library documentation (and lack of literature on 
documentation), pointing out the irony that “while librarians 
excel at archiving and collecting the records and materials 
used and produced by other people, many libraries are not 
very good at creating and maintaining their own documenta-
tion.”15 This lack may be due to it being a “a huge task that is 
often not a high priority in day-to-day work, especially when 
staff already feel overloaded, and it may be difficult to justify 
the need for documentation work to administrators who are 
focused on production.”16 Despite the lack of current, broad-
scoped literature on documentation, the lessons of earlier 
works and works focused on narrower topics can be applied 
to the problem at hand.

Much of the literature on documenting technical ser-
vices procedures focuses on shifting from paper to online 
documentation. This has the benefit of making documenta-
tion more widely accessible, both to library staff (who may 
be working remotely or across different sites) and to out-
side institutions. Craft suggests that making documentation 
accessible outside of the institution for which it was created 
allows other institutions to compare their practices to those 
of others and to provide models for their own documenta-
tion.17 While online materials are naturally easier to share, 
institutions have not always taken advantage of this inherent 
benefit. Urban reports that the majority of survey partici-
pants “have their internal guides set to ‘Private’ or ‘Unpub-
lished,’” meaning that their documentation is not visible to 
those outside of their institutions.18

Online documentation may also exploit the benefits of 
existing in a nonlinear, hyperlinked environment. Tomasi 
and Mehlenbacher note that online documentation often 
fails users when it merely replicates print documentation in 
a new environment. They propose reengineering documen-
tation to take advantage of the online medium and to focus 
on the user.19 One way of reengineering documentation is to 
automate parts of the process, something which is not pos-
sible in print, and which saves time and effort on behalf of the 
person creating the documentation.20

Methods

The process of creating our documentation started with 
a clear goal in mind: to transform the old documentation, 

which was in a drawer on three-by-five-inch notecards, 
into something more accessible. The literature on library 
documentation informed how we approached this process, 
especially literature on moving documentation to an online 
platform.

Before we could begin our documentation process, we 
had to consider whether creating it would be worthwhile. 
Does the volume of new Illinois publications justify the effort 
required to create this? What other value does this documen-
tation provide? 

The prior state of the collection—stored on cards—was 
an unacceptable way to document a growing collection. 
Although not as many as in previous decades, NEIU still 
receives a few print publications per month from the State of 
Illinois. Many of these are new publications that need new 
call numbers. Using cards was cumbersome and, in a time 
when remote work has become both possible and necessary, 
impractical. Additionally, parts of the collection are still 
uncataloged, and the only evidence of the existence of cer-
tain titles was in our card-based documentation. Updating 
our documentation meant greater ease of creating new call 
numbers and would provide a better overview of the materi-
als we hold.

An additional motive for creating better documentation 
is the fact that our system is, in effect, unique. As previously 
noted, UIC and NEIU have not collaborated to ensure that 
our implementations of the Nakata-Strange Classification 
System are uniform. As a result, the original system has 
evolved into two unique systems. Documentation in this 
context is more than just practical: it is a means of preserving 
a unique artifact of library history. 

As a government publications classification system, the 
Nakata-Strange Classification System also provides insights 
into the history of Illinois government. There is, as far as 
we know, no systematic description of the structural history 
of Illinois government, at least not with the level of detail 
that the Nakata-Strange Classification System can provide. 
The Illinois Blue Book, for example, lists major agencies and 
boards, as well as the names of the persons who work with 
those organizations. However, small agencies and boards are 
often omitted, and there is rarely any detail about the internal 
structure of agencies. Viewing the Nakata-Strange Classifica-
tion System as not only a historical document, but also as a 
means to conduct research independent of the materials it 
describes informed how we approached our documentation.

Having determined that creating new documentation 
would benefit library staff and would provide additional 
benefits, we needed to consider the needs of our end users. 
We intended for our primary users to be librarians and staff 
working in the Government Documents Department. These 
staff members would need to be able to assign new call num-
bers to newly received materials and would need to know, for 
example, if we already held materials published by a given 
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department or if the material in hand belonged to a series 
with an established series number. We also wanted other 
library staff to be able to look up the entities represented 
by the system to assist patrons in locating materials. While 
patrons were not the main audience for this documentation, 
we did consider that researchers of Illinois history and gov-
ernment may find our documentation useful. We also con-
sidered that the casual user of our documentation would have 
very different needs from library staff and serious researchers. 
Having a granular system that allowed some users to see just 
an overview of the system (such as class stems) and allowed 
other users to dig deeper meant that we could provide usable 
information to a variety of users.

A final consideration was time and staffing. The Gov-
ernment Documents Department consists of a single librar-
ian who also has duties outside of that department. Student 
workers and the Technical Services Department provide 
occasional assistance. Although upfront time was required 
to create the documentation, the value of having easily con-
sulted documentation clearly outweighed these costs. To save 
time and effort we examined what documentation (and data) 
was available both within our library and in external sources, 
then incorporated that into this new documentation.

From the beginning of this process, we wanted our 
documentation to be web-based, as that would allow for the 
greatest ease of access. We wanted to take advantage of the 
web’s ability to organize data in ways that print documenta-
tion cannot: arranged in hierarchies, sorted, or linked.21 We 
considered several options for publishing our documenta-
tion on the web, taking into consideration cost, ease of data 
entry, and accessibility. One option was to use the library’s 
LibGuides platform. As we already subscribed to LibGuides, 
cost was not an issue. Additionally, LibGuides are relatively 
easy to edit. However, the LibGuides platform is not designed 
to display large amounts of data and data is displayed in a 
rigid way. There is no easy way to enter large amounts of 
data. Blogs and similar publishing platforms faced the same 
problems: while easy to edit, they lacked the f lexibility we 
wanted and were not designed to import and display large 
amounts of data. 

The library already had a website, https://neiuinfo.org, 
that could support Structured Query Language (SQL) data-
bases. To that end, we decided to publish our documentation 
to an online database that would then be accessible via the 
internet. This approach would require coding in HTML and 
PHP, a preprocessor that allows HTML to communicate 
with databases. Although complicated to set up, such an 
approach provided f lexibility that others did not. Having 
decided to follow this course of action, our first step was to 
figure out how to get the data we wanted into this database. 
Our goal was to transfer the information from the notecards 
into our database. These cards contained two types of infor-
mation: agency structure and publication information. Cards 

containing agency structure are pink and list the internal 
structure, e.g., subagencies of main agencies, as shown in 
figure 1.

The card in figure 1 lists some of the subagencies that 
make up the Commerce and Community Affairs Depart-
ment. This department has a class stem of “CM.” In the 
Nakata-Strange system, the main office receives a designa-
tion of “1,” and subagencies are numbered from “2” onward. 
Therefore, we know that an item with a call number begin-
ning with “CM 6” was produced by the Commerce and Com-
munity Affairs Department’s Tourism Office.

Cards with information about publications are green 
and contain a listing of publications from each agency and 
subagency, as illustrated in figures 2–4.

In figures 2–4, the cards contain the issuing body, the 
associated call number class, subclass, and cutter, and a list-
ing of titles or series published by that body. In figure 2, the 
call number here has a class stem “EP,” which designates the 
Illinois Environmental Protection Agency. The following “1” 
tells us that the main office is responsible for issuing these 
publications.

The cards in figures 3–4 give examples of Y-class call 
numbers. These are reserved for small boards and commis-
sions, with class Y 3 indicating non-legislative boards and 
commissions and class Y 4 indicating legislative boards and 
commissions. In the examples in figures 3–4, the “Y 3” class 
indicates that the issuing body is a non-legislative commis-
sion. The following “C 93” is a cutter formed from the word 
criminal, and the “/2” is used to distinguish this particular 
board from others whose cutters were similarly formed from 
the word criminal. We therefore know that materials with call 
numbers beginning in “Y 3.C93/2” are produced by the Illi-
nois Criminal Justice Information Authority.

In the Nakata-Strange system, as in SuDocs, there are 
many standardized serial numbers that remain consistent 
across agencies. These can be seen in figures 2–4. Serial num-
bers from 1 to 8 are reserved and remain the same across all 

Figure 1. Agency structure card for the Commerce and Com-
munity Affairs Department

https://neiuinfo.org
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agencies. For example, serial number 1 is reserved for annual 
reports and serial number 8 is reserved for handbooks, manu-
als, and guides. Serial number 2 is reserved for miscellaneous 
publications (usually monographs) that do not belong to a 

category covered by the standardized serial numbers or to 
any other series. Serials numbers from 9 onward are assigned 
to individual series or serials publications. In figure 3 we see 
that serial number 9 has been assigned to issues of the peri-
odical The Compiler.

We explored various options to transfer data from the 
cards to a database. One such option was scanning in the 
cards. However, we lacked a card-specific scanner and would 
have had to use a f latbed scanner. As can be seen in figures 
2–4, much of the information on the cards consists of hand-
written additions made after the cards were typed. The cards 
were also riddled with typos and corrections. This made it 
unlikely that optical character recognition would be effec-
tive. Even if scanning were feasible, there was no clear way to 
extract the information from the cards in a way that would 
allow us to turn this information into something structured 
and useful. To create a functional database, we would need 
to separate out call number stems, agencies, serial numbers, 
and titles, but this would have required human labor to parse 
this data. Scanning the cards would have produced little more 
than a digital surrogate of the original system, and we would 
have gained little additional benefit.

We also considered manually entering data from the 
cards. We began by entering data from the pink cards, which 
contain information about the structures of agencies. There 
were relatively few cards of this sort, so this was completed 
quickly. There were, however, many more green cards, as 
these listed every serial publication produced by all the agen-
cies of the State of Illinois. Lacking the resources to manually 
enter this data, we need to explore other options.

Having ruled out both scanning and manually entering 
each card, we realized that we could use our library manage-
ment system (LMS) to extract the relevant information from 
our catalog. This had two benefits: first, we would save time 
compared to either scanning or manual entry of data. Second, 
this method would ensure that our documentation would 
match our catalog, as opposed to worrying about whether 
we would need to retroactively reclassify materials that did 
not match the documentation. To extract this data, we ran a 
query in Alma, our LMS, to pull a list of all titles in our State 
Documents collection. We were able to obtain this list by 
querying all holdings located in our Government Documents 
collection, then narrowing this list down by looking only for 
call numbers classed with “other schemes” (as indicated by 
the MARC 852 first indicator “8”). We also wanted to popu-
late our database with other useful information such as title, 
control number, and OCLC number, so this was added to our 
query. The results of this query are show in figure 5 below.

To make this data more usable, we edited the results of 
our query in Microsoft Excel. This involved stripping out 
some local prefixes and breaking apart the call numbers into 
structurally relevant pieces: agency (or class stem), subagen-
cy, serial designation, and item number, as shown in figure 6.

Figure 2. Title listing card for the Environmental Protection 
Agency’s main office

Figure 3. Title listing card for the Criminal Justice Information 
Authority (card 1)

Figure 4. Title listing card for the Criminal Justice Information 
Authority (card 2)
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This was achieved by locating various elements in the 
call number string such as the first digit, period, or colon. 
Breaking up the call numbers ensured that our database 
could be correctly sorted. Because the Nakata-Strange Clas-
sification System is similar to SuDocs we employed literature 
on sorting SuDocs to inform this process.22 The resulting 
data was then uploaded into our database.

Our database was structured to be as f lexible as possible, 
yet required only three tables, as shown in the data model 
in figure 7. The “depts” table contains information about 
departments—their stem classes, names, and fields for poten-
tial future use, such as relator terms to indicate name changes 
or mergers of departments. The “subag” table is related to the 
“depts” table and contains information about subagencies. 
This table can also accommodate future information about 
name changes or mergers. The “il_titles” table contains 
information about all the titles in our Illinois Documents 
collection. Because we broke apart our call numbers before 
entering them into the database, we can relate this table to 
the other two by matching the class stem to the “depts” and 
the subagency number to the “subag” table. All tables have 
fields for notes.

Once our database was set up and the bulk of the data 
from our LMS was entered, we compared the list of agen-
cies, subagencies, and serials with the documentation on our 
cards. This ensured that any uncataloged or withdrawn mate-
rial would still be represented in our documentation. Titles 
and series entered from the cards were marked as such in the 
database to ensure that staff and patrons understood that 
these materials might not be held by the library. Although 

comparing the cards to the database required some manual 
data entry, it was significantly less time consuming than 
entering all of the cards.

Having created our database, we now needed to make a 
functional platform that could be consulted when creating 
new call numbers or searching for titles. We added a directory 
to the web server that hosts our database (https://neiuinfo 
.org/ilgov/) and created a website to display all this informa-
tion within that directory. We designed this website around 
four goals:

1. To enable staff to create call numbers for newly received 
materials

2. To allow for browsing of publications by agency
3. To view the organizational structure of agencies
4. To provide information about the Nakata-Strange Clas-

sification System as an artifact of library history

To achieve this, we divided the website into three main 
sections. The “History” section provides a brief overview of 
government documents classification systems with specific 
attention to the system devised by Nakata and Strange. The 
“Structure” section provides information about the elements 
that compose a  properly formed call number. And the “Depart-
ments & Agencies” section allows users to see a list of top-level 
agencies, then click through to see subagencies and all print 
publications of that agency. Using PHP to query the database 
every time it is visited ensures that the viewer receives the most 
current information, rather than a snapshot from a given time. 
It also means that given a variable (such as an agency name), 

Figure 5. Results of a query in Alma for materials in the State Documents collection

https://neiuinfo.org/ilgov/
https://neiuinfo.org/ilgov/
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only the information relevant to 
that variable is displayed.

Thanks to the lessons learned 
from similarly derived classifica-
tion systems, we knew that we 
did not need to start from scratch 
when crafting the text describing 
the Nakata-Strange Classifica-
tion System. In the “History” sec-
tion, for example, we provided a 
very brief overview, then supplied 
links to FDLP histories, to Nakata 
and Strange’s original text, and to 
similar classification systems used 
in other states (such as Arizona’s 
AzDocs, Wyoming’s WyDocs, and 
California’s CalDocs systems) to 
provide a reference for compari-
son. We likewise adapted much 
of the wording in the structure 
section from Nakata and Strange. 
Rather than go into detail regard-
ing the formation of Cutters, we 
deferred to a third-party website 
that constructs Cutter-Sanborn 
numbers for the user.23 Strategic links to outside sources 
significantly reduced the amount of documentation that we 
needed to produce, saving both time and effort while taking 
advantage of the benefits of web-based documentation.24

We included two other sections that are not necessarily 
helpful in creating new call numbers, but which provide con-
text for other researchers who may find themselves in a simi-
lar situation to ours. The first is an “About” section, which 

Figure 6. Illustration of the procedure for breaking call numbers into their constituent elements

Figure 7. Data model for the database containing information about the Nakata-Strange 
Classification System
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provides a brief outline of our goals and how we created the 
website. The second is a “Reports and Documents” section. 
This contains a dump of the raw data as well as download-
able PDF copies of the information in the database. Although 
the PDF data is not as easy to use as the web-based data, it 
allows users to have off line access to the data and encourages 
preservation of this data by making it available in an easily 
shared format. 

A final feature implemented on the website is a search 
function, which, like other features of the website, uses 
PHP to connect to the database. This function has options 
for searching both agencies and titles. The agency search 
enables users to search for agencies, departments, and other 
governmental entities, many of which have similar or variable 
names. Subagencies often move between departments during 
periods of governmental restructuring, so this feature is an 
important tool for creating properly formed call numbers. 
The title search allows users to search monographic, serial, 
and series titles, preventing the creation of duplicate records 
and ensuring that titles within the same series are classed 
together.

Upon completion of the website, we gave library staff a 
brief introduction and tutorial so they could assist patrons 
with relevant research questions. A link was added to the 
NEIU Libraries’ Government Information LibGuide to pro-
vide easy access to patrons.

Presently, new titles and agencies need to be manually 
entered into the SQL database. Future work on the website 
may include a data-entry feature to ensure that staff who are 
less familiar with SQL will be able to contribute.

Findings

In creating documentation for our implementation of the 
Nakata-Strange Classification System, we encountered sev-
eral unexpected benefits. Had we anticipated these benefits, 
we could have incorporated them into our planning stages. 
Fortunately, our database-based system of documentation 
was f lexible enough to incorporate these benefits as we 
encountered them.

One benefit was the creation of a relatively complete 
listing of the print publications of the State of Illinois from 
1968—the point at which Northeastern Illinois University 
became a print repository for the state of Illinois—onward. 
Although there are eighteen other libraries that collect Illi-
nois’ publications, there is, as far as we know, no compre-
hensive listing of all state publications. The Illinois State 
Library’s Publications of the State of Illinois is the closest we 
have to this sort of list,25 but it is issued between one and 
three times per year and there is no way to concatenate 
these lists into a single document. While assembling our 
documentation, we discovered a number of titles that were 

never included in Publications of the State of Illinois. Because 
the Nakata-Strange System is based on SuDocs, it employs 
series designations. This means that our documentation lists 
monographic series, something that the  Publications of the 
State of Illinois lacks. As our documentation not only included 
data from our ILS, but also additional data from the printed 
cards, we have records for many items which were ephemeral, 
uncataloged, or have since been withdrawn.

Another benefit is the creation of an outline struc-
ture of Illinois government from 1968 onward. Because the 
Nakata-Strange Classification System is provenance-based, 
each agency and sub-agency are assigned unique identifiers. 
By examining the years in which these agencies published, 
we can surmise that they were in existence during at least 
those years. The typed cards that were the basis for our 
database included some information about the creation and 
dissolution dates of some agencies. This information was 
included when available for potential future use. For example, 
the Department of Conservation (class “Co”) became the 
Department of Natural Resources (class “DNR”) in July 
1995, and this was noted in our database. The information in 
our database could be combined with information from other 
sources to expand upon the basic structure we already have. 
The Illinois Blue Book,26 for example, summarizes the state 
of government for each year, often noting changes to agen-
cies and sub-agencies. Authority records, agency histories, 
and legislative and executive records could also contribute 
valuable information toward this end. Our website does not 
currently display information about agency creation, dissolu-
tion, or reorganization, but could be added later thanks to the 
built-in f lexibility of our documentation.

A final benefit is providing staff with a broad overview 
of our state documents collection. Because we included not 
only cataloged materials, but titles from printed cards, we 
now have a sense of which portions of the collection need 
retrospective cataloging. Titles without catalog links are 
presumably uncataloged or missing. This information, com-
bined with usage information, allows us to prioritize the areas 
of the collection that require further work and discover which 
areas our patrons value the most.

Conclusions

Planning for documentation is as important as creating docu-
mentation. This planning stage should determine the ratio-
nale for creating documentation and establish the intended 
audience. The intended audience, in turn, inf luences the level 
of detail required. An experienced audience—such as library 
personnel—will likely need less detailed documentation 
than patrons, for example. This will also assist in determining 
the platform that will host the documentation and whether it 
is public or private.
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Researching similar types of documentation should 
also be a part of the planning process. It is very unlikely that 
any classification system (or, indeed, any other system) is 
wholly unique. Therefore, any documentation process should 
attempt to incorporate information from similar processes 
via copying or linking. There is rarely any need to reinvent 
the wheel. In our documentation of the Nakata-Strange Clas-
sification System we included links to Nakata and Strange’s 
original documentation and to an outside Cutter table. We 
likewise drew inspiration from the FDLP’s documentation 
of SuDocs. Doing so saved a considerable amount of time, 
and by relying on tested documentation we were able to be 
confident that our documentation would be equally useful.

We were able to save time by extracting as much data as 
possible from our library management system. The alterna-
tive, which was entering data from the preexisting notecards, 
was not a reasonable one. This also ensured that our docu-
mentation matched our catalog and, presumably, the mate-
rial on the shelves. Unless practices and standards need to be 
updated, documentation should ref lect the current situation, 
rather than an ideal one.

When creating documentation, the platform or technol-
ogies used to create this documentation should have a consid-
erable amount of f lexibility built in. This will ensure policies 
and procedures that were not discovered during the planning 
process can be accommodated. Likewise, benefits discovered 
during the creation of the documentation can be leveraged. 
In creating our documentation, we had not planned for the 
possibility that our documentation could be used to research 
the history of Illinois government. Because we used a well-
designed SQL database, we were easily able to add new data 
columns that allowed us to link together various state agen-
cies, creating a new way to look at Illinois’ history.

This same f lexibility can improve both access and lon-
gevity. As different users have different needs, the f lexibility 
of our system allows users to look at the call number system 
from either an aggregate perspective or a very granular one. 
For example, a library user may only wish to see a list of 
classes and some information on interpreting call numbers, 
while staff may wish to examine lists of titles and series to 
determine how to classify new materials. The inherent f lex-
ibility of our system allows for that. Another way we built in 
f lexibility was by providing regular dumps of our data in both 
PHP and PDF format.27 Providing access to static documents 
that can be downloaded improves access to users working 
off line or who may prefer a print format. These documents 
are also simpler to archive and preserve, and having “multiple 
copies of files across different storage media and architec-
tures, combined with geographic distribution, provides the 
greatest risk mitigation.”28 The nature of our call number 
system (or, indeed, any call number system) and the fact that 
many Illinois agencies are producing only digital documents 
means that our documentation is unlikely to substantially 

change. This means that even an outdated PDF version of our 
documentation will likely remain useful, even if interactive 
data on the website is somehow deleted.

Documenting a call number system is not substantially 
different from documenting any other policy or procedure. 
Proper planning, research of similar documentation, and 
building f lexibility and longevity into the documentation 
process can ensure that documentation is accessible and that 
the documentation process is not too arduous.
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