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Planning and Storytelling 
with Collections
Establishing the National Museum of African 
American History and Culture’s Transcription 
Center Presence

Courtney Bellizzi

Museum Specialist, National Museum of African American History 
and Culture, bellizzic@si.edu

Abstract The newest Smithsonian museum, the National Museum of African 
American History and Culture (NMAAHC), is set to open in the fall 
of 2016. Since its establishment in 2003, the museum has built a 
collection to help tell the story of the African American experience 
and how it shaped—and continues to shape—both America and the 
world. One of the ways that we hope to share our collections prior 
to the museum’s opening is through the Smithsonian’s Transcription 
Center (TC). The TC allows virtual visitors to explore and interact 
with Smithsonian materials in a personal way. In order to make this 
possible, NMAAHC developed a plan to highlight collections based 
around the themes of the museum’s inaugural exhibits, unexplored 
collections, and research interests. This article examines how collec-
tions are picked for the TC, the establishment and evolution of in-
house workflows to sustain the work, and collaboration with curators, 
researchers, education, and social media staff to enhance the public’s 
online experience.

The National Museum of African American History and Culture (NMAAHC) is 
set to open its doors on the National Mall in the fall of 2016. We hope that the 
museum will be “a place of meaning, of memory, of reflection, of laughter, and of 
hope . . . a beacon that reminds us of what we were; what challenges we still face; 
and point us towards what we can become.”1 In order to provide the public with 
advanced access to our materials, we decided to participate in the Smithsonian’s 
Transcription Center (TC).
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164 PLANNING AND STORYTELLING WITH COLLECTIONS O

As a pan-Smithsonian website, the TC allows volunteers from around the 
world to transcribe documents, photograph captions, field books, and other materi-
als online. As of July 2016, the TC had 6,671 volunteers who had completed 190,317 
pages of transcriptions. The transcriptions, which are accurate and extremely de-
tailed, are first transcribed by one or more volunteers and then reviewed—but by 
different volunteers. After they are reviewed, records are internally approved by 
Smithsonian staff. On completion, the transcriptions are downloadable from the TC 
and become keyword searchable in the Smithsonian’s Collections Search Center.

NMAAHC TC Objectives and Overview

To establish a presence on the TC, our cataloging and digitization team in the Office 
of Curatorial Affairs took lessons learned from other units’ experiences and set out a 
planned workflow prior to uploading any materials.2 The cataloging and digitization 
team is tasked with not only creating metadata and digital records of our materials 
but also making them available online for the public in multiple platforms. As such, 
the TC is an ideal fit for our unit goals. After one of our staff members became the 
NMAAHC TC coordinator, we set goals for participating in the TC and ways of ac-
complishing these. The most important aspects of our planning are outlined next.

Allocate Resources

Participation in the TC is an outgrowth of existing work being completed by the 
curatorial department at NMAAHC. The resources needed to catalog collection 
objects, upload them to the TC, and track the projects’ progress are folded into 
our staff ’s daily work.

Curate Visitors’ Experiences

Collection projects placed into the TC for transcription are chosen to create a 
digital experience for users. Without a physical museum for the public to visit, it 
is important for us to show materials that represent what the museum hopes to 
accomplish with its collections in its inaugural exhibits.

Establish an Internal Network of Participants

In order to ensure that one staff member would not become too overburdened by 
the project, we created a network of internal staff to participate in the TC at vary-
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ing levels. Working alongside the NMAAHC TC coordinator, some staff members 
work with project brainstorming, upload, and administration, while other staff 
members work as approvers to review transcriptions. By casting a wide net across 
the museum for help, we increase the amount of participation, input, and assis-
tance and thereby lessen the workload for others. We also expand the diversity of 
the collection materials included in the TC.

Increase Engagement through Collaboration

After uploading projects into the TC, we work together to promote projects and 
create opportunities for further social engagement around our collections by col-
laborating with our internal social media team, the TC’s existing group of vol-
unteers, and our museum’s constituents. Such collaboration can be accomplished 
through interacting with online comments about the materials to hosting online 
behind-the-scenes talks with curatorial staff members.

With these goals in mind, we established our presence on the TC and have 
taken steps to meet the expectations set forth not only by ourselves but also 
through our mission statement. The following is a study of what steps we, as a 
cataloging and digitization team, have taken to create our TC experience for the 
public. We hope that it is helpful for other museums or institutions interested in 
establishing a TC-like digital project, especially for new museums or those institu-
tions without a physical space.

Preparing Transcription Center Materials

A lot of time and effort go into making materials from the NMAAHC collections 
digitally available to the public. Our team of catalogers is assigned objects from 
our collections to research carefully and to input into our internal collections 
management system at the item level. Once item-level records are completed and 
reviewed by the cataloging team, they are reviewed and approved by the curator 
assigned to each object. After objects are approved and digitized by either our 
photographers or scanning staff, they are added to our online database and the 
Smithsonian’s Collection Search Center (CSC).

This same process is followed for materials destined for the TC. In order 
for materials to be added to the TC for volunteers to transcribe, they must be 
cataloged, digitized, and reviewed by a curator. Although this is a time-con-
suming process, we feel that it is extremely important to have clean metadata 
and information for the public to engage with, learn from, and enjoy. Conse-
quently, choosing materials for the TC requires careful planning and allocation 
of resources.
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166 PLANNING AND STORYTELLING WITH COLLECTIONS O

Choosing Materials

The TC volunteers are voracious. Once we first began to launch materials, we knew 
that we would need to have more and more and more. To prepare for the demand, 
we established a plan for how we would choose materials for the TC. As previously 
noted, materials going into the TC for our museum have to be cataloged, digitized, 
reviewed by our curators, and made public in our online database, the Collections 
Search Center. To help prioritize this workflow, we established three groups of 
materials, discussed next, to help us internally decide what to place into the TC.

Inaugural Exhibit Parent Projects

One of the main reasons our museum wanted to join the TC was to share our mate-
rials prior to the opening of the physical museum. As such, our approach in choos-
ing materials focused on giving digital visitors to the TC an idea of what types of 
collections they may experience in the physical space after opening day. We decided 
that we would base our “Parent Projects”—larger groupings in the TC that tie similar 
material together—around the inaugural exhibits at the museum: Slavery and Free-
dom, Changing America, Segregation, Power of Place, Sports, Taking the Stage, Musi-
cal Crossroads, Cultural Expressions, Visual Arts, Making a Way, and Military. Each 
Parent Project describes the exhibit and the types of collections the visitors would 
see and invites the digital volunteers to help us in building out our own understand-
ing of the objects. The collection materials in this grouping include materials that 
will be on exhibit and materials that fit under the umbrella of the exhibit but did not 
make the final script. Including these materials allows both the virtual visitor and 
our curatorial staff to interact and enjoy objects that otherwise would be secured 
in our collections area. An additional benefit of working with the exhibit materials 
is that since many of our current deadlines are dependent on the opening of our 
inaugural exhibits, digitizing, cataloging, and reviewing some of these collections fit 
into the existing cataloging workflow and schedule for the opening of the museum.

Collection Stand-Alone Projects

Our curators and museum specialists have built a museum collection so that the 
public can “learn about the richness and diversity of the African American experi-
ence, what it means to their lives and how it helped us shape this nation.”3 Many of 
these great collections could not be highlighted in our physical exhibit space but 
are no less important to share with the public. In order to showcase some of these 
materials, we decided it was important for us to include entire collections from 
the museum. The majority of materials found in the TC are singular objects from 
larger collections (i.e., a diary, a notebook, a newspaper).4 We wanted the ability to 
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share an entire collection in one place and to create an experience around its asso-
ciated materials. We were able to do this from a technological standpoint because 
the TC staff had created a way for us to import folders of digital images into the 
TC. In presenting the materials as a whole collection, we now have the ability to 
share and to have transcriptions of all documents in a collection.

Research-Based Projects

The third set of materials we have proposed is our “research-based projects.” As we 
look past the flurry of activity surrounding our opening, we have asked our curators 

Figure 1. Announcement of the Baldwin Hangout featuring James Baldwin’s passport detail, 
2011.99.2.1-.3, Collection of the Smithsonian National Museum of African American History 
and Culture, Gift of The Baldwin Family, Smithsonian Institution.
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168 PLANNING AND STORYTELLING WITH COLLECTIONS O

and museum specialists to keep the TC in mind when thinking about their next 
research projects. We would eventually like to include these research-based projects, 
which allow volunteers to work with us as we comb through data, letters, ledgers, 
and other materials to help us bring to light more of the less known materials in our 
collections. This set of TC materials will become more of a priority after the opening 
of NMAAHC.

Any of the three project groups can also include an additional visitor expe-
rience once the transcriptions are completed. For example, when we placed ma-
terials from the James Baldwin collection into the TC, we planned that once the 
materials were transcribed, our museum specialist who collected the materials 
would be interviewed about Baldwin and the story of the collection (Figure 1). 
With this practice, we are trying to create virtual engagement experiences that 
allow the volunteers to experience the materials in a more interactive way. Proj-
ects with additional experiences require much more planning than the materials 
relating to the inaugural exhibits, so they are our second-tier priority. Clearly, 
however, they do allow for further collaboration with our internal staff as well 
as our volunteers.

In developing these projects, we hope to create an engaging experience for 
our visitors—not only one where they transcribe readily available materials but 
also where they can interact with our museum’s collections.

Curator and Research Specialists Involvement

After deciding to participate in the TC, we met with our curatorial department to 
introduce them to the TC and its work. After an initial introduction we identified 
specific materials we wanted to use for our launches, then met with the curators 
assigned to those objects to get their approval and work with them on the presen-
tation of the projects. It was important for us to have curatorial investment in the 
TC for several reasons:

1. Curator approval process: As mentioned in our TC process, we need curator 
approval to place our materials publicly online. Additionally, some of the 
curators were inclined to assist us in writing the inaugural exhibit Parent 
Project descriptions, which helped to tie the TC project to the content and 
messaging in the physical space.

2. Sensitivity for collection objects: Any materials that go online are open to 
interpretation and scrutiny by a much wider audience. We want to make 
sure that materials that we are openly asking the public to engage with are 
handled in a way that is respectful to the donor, the object, and its audiences 
over time. Who better to make this decision than the curators who have 
researched and collected this material?
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3. Knowledge of the collections: Who better to introduce projects to the public 
than the people who have researched and collected the materials? Curator 
involvement allows us to have a direct line to what collection items may be 
the most exciting to share in the TC. It also allows the curatorial staff to let 
us know what materials are priorities for them, making it more likely that 
the cataloging approvals will get pushed forward.

4. Public access to experts: Part of the allure of the TC is that it increases access 
to our collections. With the curators’ involvement in the projects, the TC 
also increases public access to experts in a variety of fields. Many of the cu-
rators are excited that more of the collections will be available to the public 
and would like to reach out to the volunteers via interviews, Google Hang-
outs, and other virtual opportunities that the NMAAHC team can facilitate 
with the help of the TC group.

Curatorial staff involvement is key to our workflow and has thus far worked 
out extremely well. Participation in the TC is planned and coordinated with the 
curator or research specialist in advance. It is important to emphasize that most 
of the TC work is incorporated into preexisting curatorial workflows. As a regular 
part of their workload, curators and specialists review cataloged materials so that 
they can be used online. These reviews, along with a review of the TC project de-
scription, make up the extent of what needs to be done by the curator in order for 
the projects to go live. Additional participation above and beyond that workflow, 
such as participating in an online interview, is a novelty and not the norm. Bonus 
experiences for the volunteers, such as interviews, are coordinated based on the 
curator’s or specialist’s availability and interest in volunteer engagement.

To date, the curatorial reaction to the TC projects has been overwhelmingly 
positive. Many of the curatorial staff now give us interesting project ideas and 
make collections marked for the TC a priority in their cataloging approval process. 
Emphasizing that the TC work would not be added to their already busy schedules 
has helped encourage this participation. This, in addition to the success of other 
TC projects, which we report in department meetings, has encouraged other staff 
members to offer collections suggestions for the TC.

Approvers

Once materials in the TC are transcribed and reviewed, they are marked com-
plete but still need approval from internal NMAAHC staff. Approvals can be time 
consuming. In order to increase the rate of approvals, we decided that NMAAHC 
would have a core group of approvers to assist in this workflow and to standard-
ize the process. Approvers are members of NMAAHC staff who are interested in 
participating in the TC to review the transcriptions transcribed and reviewed by 
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170 PLANNING AND STORYTELLING WITH COLLECTIONS O

the volunteers. The staff approvers come from a variety of backgrounds, but most 
are catalogers.

In terms of process, approvers needed to sign up for log-in accounts on 
the TC site. We then had an approver training where the approvers worked with 
the TC project coordinator, Dr. Meghan Ferriter, to get acquainted with the sys-
tem and to learn how to work through the approval process. The approvers were 
also given copies of the approval user guidelines created by TC staff as well as 
internal approver guidelines created by NMAAHC. Our internal guidelines gave 
standards for our approvers based on our museum’s materials as well as specific 
criteria to help standardize the quality of transcription that our approvers set as 
approved by the museum. The internal guidelines also divided our transcription 
materials into two groups: Simple Text Object and Text Heavy Object with the 
criteria shown in Table 1.

In addition to categorizing the documents, we also included review steps so 
that approvers had a quick reference guide:

1. Review the document for accuracy and completeness.

2. Pay attention to any or best guesses and try to transcribe.

3. If the transcription requires only small changes, make the changes.

4. Approve the transcription if it is complete and ready or reopen for editing if 
there are still errors to be corrected.

5. If approved, add completed project to the Approver Log.

The guidelines are a work in progress. Additions and clarifications are added 
to the guidelines when approvers give feedback about the review process to the 
NMAAHC TC coordinator. Ultimately, the guidelines help us make the review 
process as consistent as possible.

Table 1. The Internal Guidelines Divided Our Transcription Materials into Two 
Groups—Simple Text Object and Text Heavy Object—with the Criteria Noted Below

Document Type Example Review Instructions
Simple Text Object Note, short letter, pin

2010.59.8
2010.59.11
2010.59.13

Two or fewer pages: Review entire 
transcription and compare against 
original text

Three or more pages: Review portions 
of the transcription as samples

Text Heavy Object Diary, broadside, poster, long letter, 
manifest

2010.1.14
2010.1.298.1–.35
2010.21.3

Review portions of the transcription 
as samples
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When a project is completed, the NMAAHC TC coordinator sends out an 
e-mail to our Approver Email Group and lets them know there is new materi-
al to approve. The approvers, when their schedules allow and in their own time 
frame, review the transcriptions following the guidelines. When they complete a 
review, they either mark it as complete or reopen it for the volunteers to access. 
If the approver marked the document as complete, the approver enters it into our 
Approver Log, an internal spreadsheet, so that we can track the approver activity.

In this model, we felt it was important to make the guidelines, the review 
totals, and the feedback process as easy as possible. The approvers are volunteer-
ing, just like the public, to help us with the TC materials. Thus, we are purposely 
not defining every minute detail or making it impossible to approve a document; 
we hope that the process can stay simple enough so as not to dissuade staff from 
taking on additional work as approvers.

After our first two projects, we had 12 staff volunteer as approvers. Three 
have worked actively in the TC, with the other approvers going into projects on a 
less frequent scale. To increase approvals, we have decided to implement a month-
ly internal NMAAHC e-mail with an update on approvals and to encourage more 
approval activity.

Collaboration with the Internal Social Media Team

Much of the current success of the TC can be attributed to its digital outreach 
with its volunteers. Through the TC’s Facebook page and Twitter feed, the TC has 
helped establish a community of Smithsonian digital volunteers who interact not 
only with the collections but also with one another.

We wanted not only to utilize the existing volunteer community but encour-
age our own museum’s constituents to become involved. In order to do this, we 
began collaborating with our internal social media team. Prior to our soft launch 
of the TC in June 2015 (described below), we met with these staff members to seek 
their advice on how to reach out to our constituents to get them involved in the 
TC. At this initial meeting, we described our plan for putting materials into the TC 
and what types of projects we would like to complete. The meeting was a success, 
and the team offered to be involved to varying degrees with the TC.

For most projects that we uploaded to the TC, the social media team offered 
to announce new projects through the museum’s digital platforms. For our more 
involved projects that involve additional planning, the social media team offered 
to promote and participate in the event on a larger scale. Team members offered 
to monitor online interaction and track comments relating to projects as well as 
participate in any online event that we might host.

With these roles in place, we felt we could successfully collaborate with the 
team and increase our interactions with both the volunteers in the TC and our 
larger digital audience.
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172 PLANNING AND STORYTELLING WITH COLLECTIONS O

Launches

With everything in place, we decided to have a two-tier launch of our materials 
in the TC. The first set of materials would be a soft launch. The soft launch would 
include no advertising at all. The second set of materials would be a larger set of 
documents along with advertising via social media, internal staff e-mails, and our 
website. This two-tiered approach was adopted so that we could gauge how fast 
materials would be transcribed and reviewed by the volunteers with and without 
advertising as well as to see how people locate the materials in the TC.

Soft Launch

The soft launch included five documents related to one of our inaugural exhibits: 
Slavery and Freedom. We chose to start with this project for several reasons. The 
documents in this exhibit varied in style and format. By providing both handwrit-
ten and printed material as well as short documents and lengthier documents, 
we were able to gauge how the volunteers fared with our collections. We also had 
curatorial investment in this grouping of materials. The curator of the exhibit 
helped write the Parent Project description and approved any records needed for 
the launch. We also recognized that some of our materials are historically sensitive 
or difficult for some audiences. This collection provided us with an opportunity to 
include some of these materials and to see how the volunteers would react to the 
collections.

The soft launch of materials from the NMAAHC collections took place on 
June 26, 2015, and included five projects and a total of 12 pages. The materials were 
made public on the TC about mid-morning. Less than 10 minutes into the launch, 
three volunteers found the project and began working on it. The initial set of mate-
rials was completely transcribed and reviewed within five hours of launch. Thirteen 
unique visitors from Seattle, Washington; Caro, Michigan; Washington, D.C.; Silver 
Spring, Maryland; Alexandria, Virginia; and Troy, Ohio, worked on the pages.

From the soft launch, we took away several positive learning points:

1. Rate of completion: First, our suspicion that materials in the TC would 
move quickly was validated. The volunteers worked on the materials, both 
handwritten and printed, without any comment or questions to the TC’s 
project coordinator about the materials being too difficult or problematic to 
transcribe. Such a speedy rate of completion meant that we had to be okay 
with not always having a new project in the TC.

2. Reaction to content: Second, we were pleased that the volunteers reacted 
well to the content of the material. As stated previously, we wanted to make 
sure that the museum’s collections would be well represented in the TC. This 
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includes some historically and culturally sensitive materials, such as those 
dealing with enslaved persons, race, and sexuality. We also felt that the TC 
general disclaimer that appears at the bottom of each page addressed any 
concerns that may have arisen:

Please note that some language in this collection may be culturally 
insensitive or offensive to some viewers. It is presented as it exists 
in the original document for the benefit of research. The material 
reflects the culture and context in which it was created and not the 
views of the Smithsonian Institution.

We were pleased that the volunteers worked through the materials similarly 
to other projects in the TC.

3. Finding new content: Third, we were pleased that the volunteers found the 
material with little advertising. Due to existing obligations, creating fanfare 
around each new addition to the TC is not a viable option for NHAAHC 
staff. Thus, we were happy to see that once the materials were made live, the 
volunteers were able to find them.

4. Parent Projects: Fourth, framing the project materials under the inaugural 
exhibit Parent Project worked—mostly. The initial objects that we pulled 
into the TC under the Slavery and Freedom Parent Project were easily found 
by volunteers. For us, it also satisfied our desire to create a digitally curated 
experience for the users. However, after seeing the materials move so quick-
ly, we added an additional project directly to the Parent Project. This docu-
ment sat a little longer than the other material and was not as easily found by 
the volunteers. Consequently, we have decided in the future that when new 
materials relating to a preexisting Parent Project are added to the TC, these 
documents will not be added to the Parent Project until the volunteers have 
completed the transcription and review of the new items.

5. Public engagement: Finally, the soft launch provided us with proof that 
TC volunteers were excited by our materials. It gave us hard numbers that 
showed our administrators and curators that participation in the TC was a 
worthwhile endeavor to share our materials with a larger audience and to 
empower that audience to actively engage with museum collections.

Public Launch

The second phase of our TC launch was the public launch. The public launch in-
volved a “stand-alone project” of materials from the museum’s James Baldwin5 col-
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174 PLANNING AND STORYTELLING WITH COLLECTIONS O

lection (2011.99). The entire collection was digitized, cataloged, and approved by 
the curator for public access via the Collections Search Center and the TC. All of 
the materials that could be transcribed were uploaded into a folder and imported 
into the TC. The individual objects were placed together under one parent project, 
“James Baldwin Collection,” and made live for transcription (Figure 2).

The curatorial staff in charge of these objects assisted us from the beginning. 
They were very clear about what objects from the collection they would like to 
be transcribed, helping us digitally curate the presentation of the collection. This 
approach allowed us to give the volunteers an in-depth look at James Baldwin and 
to tackle materials from a collection level.

The public launch took place on July 8, 2015, at 5:00 p.m. As part of this 
event, our internal social media team posted links to the TC on our Facebook, 
Twitter, Instagram, and Tumblr pages as well as the museum’s website. The 124-
page project, which included a playbill written in Turkish, was transcribed and 
reviewed in less than 20 days. Over the course of the project, 42 unique volunteers 
participated from 16 countries.

The Baldwin project went successfully and proved that advertising the ma-
terials at launch helped to boost the number of visits to the TC. Our social media 
team tracked the engagement across our social media and web platforms. They 
noticed that the engagement rate ranged from 4% to 7.6%, which is good for our 
museum. Through their comments on social media, the public seemed excited 
about the Baldwin project and anxious for new material to go into the TC.

Engagement

From the outset of the Baldwin project, we had planned to have an event sur-
rounding the Baldwin materials after the project was completely transcribed and 
reviewed. Our museum specialist who collected the materials, museum specialist 
and exhibition researcher Deborah Tulani Salahu-Din, had expressed interest in 
participating in a Google Hangout, a video chat system free to access by anyone 
with an Internet connection, to talk about how and why she collected the Baldwin 
materials (Figures 1 and 2). We thought an event such as this would be a great way 
to give back to the volunteers who helped by transcribing the collections. The event 
would also provide an opportunity to share the interview with the larger public to 
increase awareness about both the TC and our collections. The TC had hosted 11 
similar events and contests similar this type of event prior to the Baldwin hangout. 
However, previous hangouts were targeted to the volunteers only, not the wider 
public, and did not involve a large social media advertising campaign prior to the 
event. Including our museum audience as the target audience allowed us to share 
the TC event and in so doing create an opportunity for people to explore African 
American history in accordance with our museum’s mission.
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For our event, we facilitated collaboration between the TC and our inter-
nal social media team to promote the hangout. We utilized Facebook, Tumblr, 
Instagram, and Twitter as well as internal staff e-mails and e-mails to transcrip-
tion volunteers to promote the event. The Google Hangout took place on Tuesday, 
September 8, 2015. Our social media team and the TC staff started advertising 
the event on the Friday before and continued throughout the weekend. What was 
great about the campaign was that individuals who we targeted based on their 
likes and interests picked up the campaign and shared the event with their own 
communities. We also solicited questions from the public throughout the weekend 
and leading up to the live event, and gathered those for the interview.

Figure 3. Letter to Lucille Brown from Annie Malone Pope-Turnbo, 
2011.170.1, Collection of the Smithsonian National Museum of African 
American History and Culture, Smithsonian Institution.
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The event took place at 3:30 p.m. on September 8. Deborah Tulani Sala-
hu-Din and TC project coordinator Dr. Meghan Ferriter were on-screen live; 
meanwhile, NMAAHC staff, including members from our social media and the 
cataloging and digitization teams, were present behind the scenes to facilitate on-
line engagement and support the interview. The interview lasted about 50 minutes 
and had an estimated 116 viewers tuning in during the event. On average, viewers 
tuned in for 17 minutes, with peak concurrent viewing occurring between 3:52 
and 4:04 p.m. At the most active point, 41 viewers were watching the YouTube 
live-streaming video at the same time.

The interview included information about James Baldwin, Deborah Tulani 
Salahu-Din’s story about collecting the Baldwin material, the connection between 
this collection and the museum’s Making A Way inaugural exhibit, and the rele-
vance that Baldwin and these collection materials still hold today. After the in-
terview portion was concluded, Deborah Tulani Salahu-Din answered questions 
sent in via Twitter and Facebook and Google Hangout comments. Some questions 
sought information about Baldwin, but other questions related to process, such as 
how and why we choose certain collection materials for digitization. Such ques-
tions represent why engagement at this level is important. Through these events 
and intimate conversations with an interested audience, we are able to pull back 
the veil on the exhibition process and the TC content in order to allow the public 
behind-the-scenes access to our museum.

At the end of the event, Meghan promoted our next project, the Poro Col-
lege Collection, which was made live at the conclusion of the hangout. Within two 
days and 17 hours, the new project was completed, proving to us that the hangout 
was well worth the time and effort it took to pull off (Figure 3).

Lessons Learned

A few months into our TC experience, we have had both successes and some hic-
cups. Both have proved equally important in enhancing the public experience 
with our collections. So what have we learned?

We have learned that it is okay to not have new material all the time. With 
a small staff preparing for our museum opening, the demand to meet catalog-
ing deadlines, publication deadlines, and exhibit deadlines can be intense. We 
are happy that our materials have been well received and completed quickly; 
however, we cannot keep up with the perceived demand for new material. In-
stead, we continue to stick to our project-based plans: inaugural exhibit Parent 
Project materials and stand-alone collection projects. We also make an attempt 
to have at least a new set of materials one or two times a month. To some ex-
tent, this has helped us use the TC to prioritize our digitization, cataloging, and 
review deadlines.
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Another takeaway is that we realize that the TC is a continual work in 
progress. In an attempt to bring materials into the TC in different ways, we have 
utilized the direct import for our stand-alone projects. Consequently, the pages 
transcribed in these collections are not keyword searchable in the Smithsonian’s 
Collection Search Center (CSC) since they are not individually linked to a single 
CSC record. Keyword searching in CSC is one of the main reasons our curatorial 
staff support our participation in the TC, so it is important for us to work closely 
with the TC staff to work out a solution to this issue.

We cannot stress enough the importance of maintaining a collaborative re-
lationship with the TC staff. Without both their technical support and active en-
gagement with the volunteers, our projects would not be as rewarding as they have 
been. The Smithsonian is a large institution with thousands of employees, and we 
realize that we are just one of 13 participants in the TC. Yet the TC staff provided 
quick responses to questions and concerns about any issues that arise. In return, 
we try to keep TC staff in the loop about upcoming projects, ideas we may have 
about improvement, and plans for streamlining workflows to keep things moving 
smoothly. This collegial collaboration is vital to the TC and our project’s success.

Another important lesson we have learned along the way is to try to main-
tain a record of project statistics. Keeping track of the launch date, number of vol-
unteers participating in a collection, where the volunteers come from, completed 
date, and approvals, among other information, is key in understanding how your 
collections are being received. Fortunately, the TC staff provide a great amount of 
assistance in accessing and keeping track of this information. With these numbers 
in hand, we can justify allocating resources to projects and increase support within 
our department. As a new museum, such data are also helpful in underscoring the 
amount of time and effort that is needed to succeed with online engagement; as 
we move forward, such numbers will enable us to gauge estimates for our museum 
and for our audiences and help shape our own website and social media efforts.

In order to keep internal staff interested in participating in the TC, we have 
learned that communication is extremely important. At our biweekly staff meet-
ings, we mention exciting projects or milestones that we have achieved with the TC. 
We have also given several presentations to staff on the TC and the various events 
we have surrounding our participation in this platform. By sharing information 
about the TC, internal staff have come up with additional projects that they would 
like to see transcribed and have offered to become more involved with the TC.

Finally, and far from least, the TC has allowed us to start to share our collec-
tions on a larger scale with the public prior to having our physical museum space 
open. Involvement in the TC and the decisions we have made in creating projects 
for this platform have given us the chance to cultivate a virtual visitor experience 
with the assistance of the curatorial staff. This approach encourages the volunteers 
to stimulate a dialogue about the collections on numerous platforms. We have had 
people input comments directly into the notes field within the TC; such input has 
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yielded perceptive remarks that raise the sort of questions that the museum hopes 
to inspire visitors to examine. We have also received feedback through tweets and 
blog posts written by visitors about their reactions to our collections, lending in-
sight into how visitors to the physical space may respond to our museum and its 
collections. Participation in the TC has allowed us to create an environment of 
shared authority with the public; they have created a community of transcribers 
where it is possible “to create a genuinely active kitchen in which the act of histo-
ry-making can be truly shared and dialogic in interactive ways.”6

Looking Forward

With the initial success of the first two launches in June and July 2015 and the ad-
ditional materials that we have uploaded to the TC, we would like to continue to 
utilize the dedication of our digital volunteers for new crowdsourcing endeavors. 
In addition to having volunteers transcribe materials, we would like to work with 
TC staff to create opportunities for volunteers to identify people and places in pho-
tographs and to increase volunteers’ ability to share notes, comments, and further 
research that they may conduct on materials in the TC. Additionally, we would 
like to explore ways to integrate the completed keyword searchable transcriptions 
into the museum’s website.

We hope that the TC is just the beginning of a larger crowdsourcing plat-
form that the Smithsonian Institution can grow and to which our museum can 
contribute. As stated in our mission statement, it is important for the museum to 
“be a place of collaboration . . . that reaches beyond Washington, D.C., to engage 
new audiences and to collaborate with the myriad of museums and educational in-
stitutions, both nationally and internationally.”7 The TC helps us accomplish part 
of this goal by affording us the opportunity to initiate the conversation and to pro-
mote shared authority with the public in the interpretation and the presentation of 
our museum and its collections.
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