Data management: metadata

DJN 24 March 10


3

We need to distinguish at least the following:
1. metadata as potential material (eg knowledge of a community member or researcher)

2. metadata as unstructured notes or other content

3. a metadata model, schema or system (eg OLAC, IMDI, or your own system)

4. metadata content expressed within a particular model

Thinking more about the content, in archiving, we often identify various logical/functional categories of metadata, eg:

· descriptive metadata 

· administrative metadata 

· preservation metadata

Descriptive metadata (about a whole archive deposit, or any relevant part of it) would be expected to contain information in at least the following categories:

· title, description, subject, summary

· keywords

· the language and its community

· contributors of all types and roles

· location

· dates 

· any other information about the content of the deposit

Administrative metadata should help the archive manage the data as well as to identify the researcher/depositor and their work context over the long term:

· depositor’s affiliation, date of birth, nationality

· project details including funding and hosting institutions

· copyright, IP rights and other stakeholdings 

· details of other archived copies elsewhere

· modifications and update status

· details of accession agreement

· source or provenance (where complex or different from that described in descriptive metadata)

· access protocols 

Preservation metadata includes information relevant to the physical provenance and the ongoing physical preservation of the materials, such as:

· original carrier media

· formats, sizes

· any particular software requirements

· history of handling and format conversions throughout the resource’s lifespan

However, metadata is not only or even mainly for the purposes of archiving. Good metadata is part of any data management strategy, and is therefore part of core documentation practice.
The term ‘metadata’ is often used to refer most narrowly to a given subset of categories expressed in some particular format notation required by some organisation or computer system. However, ‘metadata’ is more properly thought of as a continuum of materials that “enables the management, identification, retrieval and understanding of that data”, which means everything from a transcription and glossing to a summary of the sociolinguistic situation to a catalogue of files.
Metadata can be expressed as prose, eg a brief biography of a speaker or a paragraph explaining the method used for filenaming. 

However, metadata often consists of systematic data structures, and if these are expressed as “machine-readable” files, then they can be used by you (or others), via the computer’s ability to operate on patterns, to do very useful tasks. These tasks could either be simple but effort-saving (eg sorting), or creative (eg identifying all the audio resources that contain songs sung by females).

Making data “machine readable” means that a computer can act on it as if it understands the logical structure. You therefore need a way to teach the computer what that logical structure is. The greatest barrier to this process is usually that you have not clarified the logical structure to yourself. The process of clarifying and making explicit the logical structure is called data modelling.

Data modelling involves the application of logical analysis to a domain to result in some explicit model expressed in a consistent notation. The notation could be diagrammatic, tabular, or simply a (a marked) up stream of text. 
Example: word processor software (eg MS Word) has a built in model of the nature of  pages, paragraphs, footnotes etc. It knows nothing about temperatures, genetics, or history. It expresses that model either visually (the WYSIWYG screen) or else in its underlying format: 

Figure 1: RTF for earlier paragaph
{\rtf1\ansi\ansicpg1252  … \pard\plain {Making data \'93machine readable\'94 means that {\i a computer can act on it as if it understands the logical structure}. You therefore need a way to teach the computer what that logical structure is. The greatest barrier to this process is usually that you have not clarified the logical structure to yourself. The process of clarifying and making explicit the logical structure is called {\i data modelling}. }
Your audio metadata
Here is a tentative model that captures the typical logic of your metadata using a hierarchical structure:

Figure 2: Audio metadata; simple hierarchical model for major concepts
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Notes to Figure 2:

1. there are also additional categories (or “fields” or “attributes”), eg participants can have attributes like “name”, “age” etc.

2. you can think of the hierarchy as a tree, or as a cascade of one-to-many relationships. However, we will find out that this is too simplistic to be a “good” model of the audio metadata domain.

In the class exercise, we will examine the metadata in more detail and create a model using table structures. This is called a relational model. Although such a model can be – and usually is – implemented using database or spreadsheet software, it is principally an intellectual construct.
