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Introduction 

Focus on documenting your data to help you  

● share information about your project with your advisor,  

● write your thesis or dissertation,  

● and ensure your data are useful later.
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Why document data

Documenting your data enables: 

● You to get a mess of details out of your head. 

● You to reproduce and improve workflows in the future. 

● Your collaborators to find the right data and use them properly.
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Discussion

As you are working on a research project, what sort of information do you 
document? 

How do you document that information?
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What to document

High-level documentation explains your research goals and the progress of your 
project. 

Low-level documentation explains the details of the data, how it has been 
collected, stored, and changed over time.
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Project documentation

● Rationale and context for data collection. 

● Research questions, goals, and hypotheses. 

● Data sources, collection methodology, protocols. 

● Data validation and quality assurance actions. 

● Transformation of raw or derived data for integration or analysis. 

● Data confidentiality, access, and use conditions.
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Dataset documentation

● Variable names and descriptions. 

● Codes and classification schemes. 

● Algorithms used to transform data. 

● Structure and organization of files. 

● Relationship among data files or tables in a database schema. 

● Version information. 

● File formats and software used.
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How to document

A few documentation tools: 

● Laboratory and field notebooks 

● README files 

● Codebooks
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Notebooks

Common in laboratory settings and fieldwork. 

Document context, project, and dataset level information. 

Give you one place to go throughout the research process. 

Encourage a thoughtful examination.  

Enable continuity in case of unexpected events or time passing.  

Establish a legal and scientific provenance (historical record) of your work.
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Analog and digital notes
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Note-taking software
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Good practices and tips

• Date each entry. 

• List full names and contact information for collaborators. 

• Take notes on meetings and discussions. 

• Write justifications for research methods and data source(s). 

• Include protocols. 

• Capture conditions in the field, lab, interview.
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Good practices and tips

• Note mistakes and corrections that need to be made. 

• Annotate calculations with units. 

• Record relevant digital file names and locations. 

• Describe location of physical materials. 

• Use images and print-outs to simplify documentation.
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README files

Coopted from software development. 

Describe the files and folders in a project.  

Document mainly at the dataset level. 

Primarily aimed at an external audience and your future self.
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Example: README template 

Cornell University. 

https://cornell.app.box.com/v/ReadmeTemplate 
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README tips
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Codebooks and data dictionaries

Document at the level of variables and data within the dataset. 

Stand-alone or part of other files. 

Primarily aimed at an external audience and your future self.
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Example: Tabular data with a data dictionary

Data from the Duke Lemur Center about the weights of lemurs. 

• Data file: http://bit.ly/2wtIeuh  

• README file: http://bit.ly/2fL4UTH 
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Example: Tabular data with a data dictionary
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Example: Data Documentation Initiative codebook
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Good practices and tips

● Variable name. 

● Variable meaning. 

● Variable format and how the variable was recorded. 

● Units of measurement for scale variables. 

● Numeric codes for categorical variables, and what they represent. 

● Known issues and relationships.
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Conclusion

• Identified relevant project-level and data-level documentation. 

• Reviewed documentation tools including lab notebooks, README files, and 
codebooks.
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