On organising your data

David Nathan | Training session handout | 2010-02-04


On organising data
4

Please read Bird & Simons Seven Dimensions of Portability …
Introductory comments

Managing files vs managing data?

These are a continuum, eg 

1. a filename can be an item of data in a file

2. similar principles apply: transparency, consistency, interoperability

BUT: 

· filenames are also constrained by operating systems and networks (eg OS directory is a tree, there are filenaming rules), while 

· data should be primarily a model of some domain or reality.
1. Objects
What objects do you have, e.g. computer files, cassettes, video tapes, photographs?

2. Organising principles

For example, events, publications, projects, media types. Try to think of principles that:

(a) come out of real, actual life

(b) are obvious to you, so you will know where to look for things (hint: where do you keep your socks; passport; favorite cup; bicycle key; salt?)

In other words, the location is defined as "the place that you would naturally look to find them."
Note: some things just need to be together, see examples below.

3. Identifiers

Real world objects are inherently identified because of their physical uniqueness, location etc. An unlabelled cassette is only poorly identified. Digital objects have no such physical independence - they depend on the identifiers that we give them.

We could recognise three types of identifiers:

· semantic, e.g. Akira Kurosawa, The Sound of Music

· keys (disambiguators), e.g. 1137204 (a student number), 0803 211 6148 (a telephone number), p12893fh23.pdf (some system's reference number)

· relative, e.g. index.html, metadata.xls, 67 High Street, "the secretary"

You collection will have a mix of these but it is important to be aware of the differences, for example:

· semantic identifiers can be types or tokens (or masters vs. copies)

· for keys, a program or process might depend on the identifier to work properly

· if you move relative references you may destroy their meaning
4. Location/address/path

The identity of a digital object also relies on its location.

The full identity of a computer file is its path + filename. The path is a representation of the directory/folder hierarchy.

If the identifier (including the path) is naturally unambiguous then everything is fine, compare the following:

· c:\\dogs\spaniels\rover.jpg

· c:\\cars\british\rover.jpg

or 

· lectures\syntax\20091103\notes.doc

is fine because you are not going to have two syntax lectures on the same day (unless you are very unlucky indeed!)

But semantic identifiers are potentially dangerous, as just adding more of them to disambiguate filenames will not work:

· 20090318\rover.jpg 
· 20090318\white_rover.jpg

So objects in your system which are not naturally semantically unique need identifiers which are either keys, or relative.
5. System or syntax for identifiers

We tend to be unsystematic in naming files. This can often be OK, and if you have a method that already does everything you need to do (and will need to do in the future) then you do not need to change anything. But filenames that are unsystematic or are non-standard will cause problems for large collections.

Some rules: 

· don't accept the default filename suggested by an application when you first attempt to save it

· put a new file where it belongs, immediately. If necessary, create the place (directory/path) where it belongs (I often start in the place where it belongs, create a new blank file, and only then start creating the content)

· filename rules:

· all filenames should have correct extensions

· each filename should have exactly one ".", before the extension

· do not use characters other than letter, numbers, hyphen - and underscore _

· wherever possible, avoid non-ASCII characters in filenames

· keep filenames short, just long enough to contain the necessary identifier - don't fill them up with lots of information about the content (that is metadata! - see below)
Some hints:

make filenames usefully sortable, e.g.
· 20100119lecture.doc

· 20100203lecture.doc

Compare the following:
	gr_transcription_1.txt

gr_transcription_2.txt

gr_transcription_53.txt 
gr_transcription_9.txt
	gr_transcription_001.txt

gr_transcription_002.txt

gr_transcription_009.txt

gr_transcription_053.txt


You can keep some resources together (and/or sortable together) by giving them the same filename root (the part before the extension), or part of the root:

	gr_reefs.wav

gr_reefs.eaf

gr_reefs.txt


	paaka_photo001.jpg

paaka_photo002.jpg

paaka_txt_conv203.wav

paaka_txt_conv203.eaf

paaka_txt_lex.doc


Avoid stuffing metadata into filenames. The filename is an identifier, not a container for information. Some people try to put language names, locations, speech genres, dates, speakers' names etc all into their filenames. They would be better off using a simple (semantic) filename or a key (i.e. meaningless) filename, and then creating a metadata table to contain all the information. The table can contain all the information properly expressed, and will also be extensible for further metadata.
· i.e. NOT Paaka_Reefs_Dan_BH_3Oct97.txt 
· (filename) paaka063.txt - contains:
	language
	topic
	speaker
	location
	date

	Paakantyi
	Reefs at Mutawintyi
	Dan Herbert
	Broken Hill
	1997-10-03


Make sure to carefully design a filename system for your important corpus data and to document that system so that somebody else can understand it.

6. Tools
After sorting out the identifiers and their locations, according to some organising principles that are sensible for you and understandable to others who have an interest in the same kind of data, you should create some kind of cataloguing or inventories for particular collections or corpora of data.
Common tools or formats include:

· Spreadsheet (Excel)

· Database (e.g. Access, Filemaker Pro, Toolbox)

· HTML pages

In addition, there are some tools and techniques that can help you check and manage your data. Windows users can use the command prompt to get file listings, which can then be quickly manipulated or searched.

To get the command prompt, press Windows-key + R. Then type "cmd" and press enter. IN the box that comes up, you need to navigate to the directory/folder where your files are (using the DOS commands, especially "cd" - see, e.g. http://www.colorado.edu/geography/gcraft/tips/doshelp.html). Then type the following, which gets a listing of the directory and all its subdirectories and saves it in a file called filelist.txt:

dir /s > filelist.txt

There are various other utilities for checking what you've got. Jam software makes some nice free (and not free) software, such as Treesize (to see the sizes of various types of files in various locations), FileList (does similar to the command prompt example above):


http://www.jam-software.com/freeware/index.shtml
