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Data Dictionary

The purpose of the DD is to define all terms, data elements, processes, tasks, work roles, maybe departments, positions, etc. that you use in the system description.  Terminology provides a common “meeting point” to be sure that you understand what the users mean, and that team members are using terms in the same way.  You want definitions to be clear and unambiguous as possible.  In Oracle, things like domain definitions, attribute definitions, etc. can eventually be used in the creation of the DB tables and processes.  But even for a non-computer problem, it is important that you record definitions, formats, meanings, etc. in one place.  

The DD is a shared reference document for your project team.  As you encounter, data, work processes, artifacts, people, etc., you can enter names and terms into the DD, and define them (existing and/or proposed) as you are able to.  You can distribute portions to subgroups, modelers, programmers, contracters, etc., to be sure everyone is using and defining terms the same way.  It can serve as documentation for end users, or as a training manual for new users.  Ideally, you'd like to encourage your clients to keep it current as they make changes to their system.  In practice, unless it is connected to auto-updating software (e.g., a DBMS), it tends to fall out of date.

DD can be a word file, a hypertext file, a wiki (although extraction for customized publication may be a problem), a database, a spreadsheet, tool provided by DBMS or content management software, or whatever format will give you the flexibility in use that you need.  Note that you will be updating it frequently.
At this point, this should sound remarkably similar to definitions of metadata, and it is.

The term “data element” can cover lots of things in your system.  In general, a data element is the smallest conceptual piece of information, that can’t be further subdivided.  You may want definitions for data elements, but also for the larger pieces that they compose.  For example, you may have the term “customer name” in your DD, but also need to decompose it into the data elements “first name”, “MI”, “last name” in describing attributes.  Do you include title?  What about Jr. or III?  Refer to standards when they are available (e.g., Dublin Core, EAD, ISO, DEEDS)

What to define:

data elements

data composites

data stores

entities

processes

sources and destinations

people’s work roles

names of important artifacts (e.g., forms, programs)

When in doubt, include!

Contents of a DD definition

This may vary according to the software you are using.  Most programs have a “notes” section, that allow you to put down anything else that doesn’t fit in the entries they provide.

· name

· alias or synonym.  If you find that two people, departments, etc. use different terms for the same thing, record that.

· description

· format – data type, length, character set, metadata elements, SGML DTD – whatever is appropriate

· range of possible values, or domain definition.

· location where it is used in the system – processes, forms, diagrams, tasks.

· source of data – from where and how does this information get into the system.  For example, a person’s name may come from an order form or a job application

· author and change information – who wrote the definition.  who can change it?  In a very large project, you may want to assign “ownership” of data elements or processes to a specific team member.  This tells you who to talk to if you have questions, want to make changes, etc., rather than making it a free-for-all

· Date of entry/last change.

· Change History, reasons for changes, rationale for decisions.

The DD isn’t built all at once.  Add items, definition details, notes, as they come up.  Keep it current with the development project.

Examples:

FRH DD

NC DETECT DD, http://www.ncdetect.org/dataelements.html 
Your final projects must include a data dictionary, defining terms at the appropriate level of specificity.  Use whatever tool or format you find most appropriate for your team members and project needs.

CRUD

CRUD is an acronym to help you think about the life cycle of information in your system.  This is especially useful in database design (and therefore is associated with ER models), but it can also help you think about the processes associated with each piece of the life cycle.

Create: what actions/information are involved in the creation of the entity or record?  Which attributes are known at the start, which are added later?  Is there more than one way creation can occur?  For example, think about the Land’s End Use case.  An order could be created in 2 ways – either by phone/customer representative, or by customer web order.  Mostly, you’d need the same information, but the web would presumably expect an email address.

Retrieve (Read):  how do you find the information?  What is the PK?  What other pieces of information might people be expected to know?  What information is shown on retrieval?  Who does it? What routines do you need?

Update:  What information is expected to be updated?  That is, what can change?  If you think about a person’s IRS record, the SS# and DOB shouldn’t change; address may.  Who can make changes?  What triggers changes?

Delete:  What causes information to be removed from the system?  When does it occur?  Is it actually removed permanently, or is it removed from the active DB and archived?  Who can do it?

The CRUD matrix has CRUD as the column headings, and the rows are entities (or perhaps DB tables) in the information system.  You need to consider the actions in each cell of the table.

<example, Feline Retirement home>
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