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Last year I talked about a number of library workshops that I lead that don’t involve traditional bibliographic instruction and database searching.  This year I thought I’d just give a little tidbit of what I cover in one of those workshops:  Data Management.  I picked this workshop because it has evolved a lot since I first taught it.  Originally, I thought I would be teaching the DMPTool to professors applying for grants, but it turns out that I mostly teach undergraduate honors students and graduate students from the sciences and social sciences with a handful of humanities students thrown in.  
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So rather than focusing on federal mandates, I now structure my workshop around the Data Life Cycle:  Creating Data, Processing Data, Analyzing Data, Preserving Data, Giving Access to Data, and Reusing Data.  The three steps in green are the ones that management plans emphasize, but the details of actual steps are usually taken care of by repository and technical experts who are often librarians with input from the researcher.  So I emphasize that the researcher has the most control in are the steps that are in white and that the decisions that are made during these steps can make the green steps easier or harder.  I also give the reminder that research process is not linear.
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A lot of data management is just common sense, but often it still needs to be spelled out.The researcher needs to know what kind of research method she will use and what research techniques will help her get the data she needs.  These data may be born digital or be converted into digital files.  She needs to understand that her raw data will be manipulated and analyzed generating new data.  The researcher might want open format files in addition to proprietary format files.  She will want to have a rough idea of the size and number of data files she will generate so that she has adequate resources to handle them.Data (and the write-ups too) should be backed up in multiple places and with appropriate security.  Remember that a flashdrive and your computer in the same backpack are not really two copies if the backpack is stolen.  A consistent folder structure across the different stages of the research makes it easier both in the short and long term.  So you don’t want to collect data in a flat folder structure by date, but analyze the data in a hierarchical folder structure by sample.  File names should be meaningful and dates should be written year-month-date.  But more than just logical organized folder and file names are a good description of what the data is.  Metadata such as thumbnails helps with this, but README files that describe how the file naming convention, what the abbreviation of the headers in a spreadsheet mean, what units of measure were used, how data were manipulated, and what software is needed to read the files are a godsend to a researcher who might want to reuse the data or even the researcher herself after a semester away from the project.  README files also let us know whether the raw, reduced, or processed data are the files being preserved.So, that’s data management in a nutshell.  If you want see a copy of the powerpoint I actually use for the workshop, you can use this link.
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