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Python Dictionaries

The Python language provides four collection data types, of which dictionaries are a part.

Dictionaries are similar to Lists in Python, given that they are collections and are mutable,

meaning that they can be changed on the fly. The only difference between the two is that, while

Lists’ items are accessed using their index (position in the list), dictionary items are accessed

using their keys (Sweigart 10-11). As such, dictionaries are defined as a series of key-value pairs

with unique keys.

Dictionaries are said to be ordered, mutable, and do not allow duplicates. This means that

loops can be used to iterate over keys or values, that they can grow or shrink as needed after

creation, and that keys cannot be repeated in the dictionary, respectively. They are defined by

enclosing a series of key-value pairs in curly braces. For instance, a dictionary defining a Student

can be created as follows:

In the example above, the keys are “name”, “age”, and “course”, with the corresponding

values of “James Sawyer”, 23, and “Bachelor of Engineering”. Accessing these values can be

done as follows:
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As seen in the print statements above, the student’s name can be accessed either by using

the bracket notation and specifying the key (name) or by using the get function. Both methods

are common, but the second method (using the get function) is preferred, as it prevents the

Python-based program from crashing if the key is not defined. By using the get function, the

return value will be either the value of the key or “None” if the key is missing.

To add a value to the dictionary, the key is specified in the square brackets and the value

declared as shown below:

In a similar manner, an item is deleted by using the “del” keyword as shown below. Once

deleted, the key is no longer accessible. The get function can be used as shown below, indicating

that the key is not present.

In addition, dictionaries can be used in loops, as they are iterable. The keys() or values()

functions can also be used to provide a list of items that can be iterated upon.

In conclusion, dictionaries store and manipulate data using key-value pairs. They provide

an intuitive way of adding, retrieving, manipulating, and deleting data using keys. As such, they

are a crucial data structure in the development of applications using Python.
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