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What is the 
Smithsonian 
Institute?

 The world’s largest museum, research, and education complex 
composed of 19 museums, 9 research facilities, and the National Zoo.

 The Smithsonian Institute began as an act of charity. In 1829, James 
Smithson, a research scientist, left his estate to the United States 
with a request to establish a Smithsonian Institution for “the increase 
and diffusion of knowledge” (Turner, 2020).

 Between 1830 to 1846, Congress accepted the gift and passed a law 
to create a charitable trust and establish the Smithsonian Institute 
(Turner, 2020).

 The Smithsonian Institute is a non-profit organization that serves a 
public interest to increase knowledge in the United States.





What are 
the 
Smithsonian 
Digital 
Volunteers?

 The Smithsonian Digital Transcription Center was launched July 2013.

 The Transcription Center was created with the hopes of making their 
online collections more accessible to the public. 

 Volunteers work together online to transcribe documents stored  in 
Smithsonian online collection through a freely accessible website 
available 24/7. 

 Smithsonian Digital Volunteers give users the ability to start 
transcribing within minutes of sign-up.



How does
the 
Transcription 
Center make 
a difference?

 Work done by volunteers through the Smithsonian Digital 
Volunteers is a joint effort to help create an easy-to-read version 
of historical documents but also make them text-searchable to 
the public.

 Once, these documents are transcribed by volunteers, reviewed, 
and approved by Smithsonian staff they become immediately 
text-searchable to the public.

 According to their website, over 500,000 pages of Smithsonian 
digitized collections have been transcribed by Transcription 
Center volunteers. These are all filled with information now 
accessible to the public and usable for education and research.



How to 
Get Started

 Begin volunteering for Smithsonian with little or no transcribing 
experience by creating a user account. 

 Account sign up / login found at https://transcription.si.edu/



How to 
begin a 
New Project

 Current open projects can be accessed by clicking the Projects button 
on the top right of the page. 

 Projects can be filtered based on date made available and difficulty 
levels. 

 Project summaries offer basic information about the collection 
needing transcription including synopsis of the included documents, 
total pages, level of completion 



Beginning 
a New Project 

 Once an open project has been selected users are given the ability to 
learn a quick synopsis of the project and the documents that they will 
possibly be transcribing. 

 Projects are given a difficulty scale from beginner to advanced 
depending on the material needing transcription. More difficult 
transcriptions possibly involve different languages, hand-written 
cursive, and graphs or symbols.



Transcribing a 
project
document 

 Text needing to be transcribed varies from graphs, personal 
information, newspaper articles, research data, and more. 

 The document needing transcription is to be transferred to text 
into the transcription box provided via the volunteer. 

 A box for notes is provided to include any additional information 
the viewer may find necessary to convey to the reviewer.

 Text is to be transferred verbatim, no matter if grammatical or 
punctuation errors are present. 



Document after completed 
transcription and pending review

Document during process of 
transcription



Reviewing a 
completed 
transcription 
page

 Once a page is completed, it can then be “Reviewed” by Smithsonian 
Digital Volunteers.

 Completed documents are to be read by Digital Volunteers, ensured 
they are correctly transcribed, and then the “Mark as Complete” is to be 
clicked so it can be officially approved by a Smithsonian staff member

 If there is anything needed to be corrected the “Reopen for Editing” 
button is available to make changes to the current page. 

 This is the last step in transcribing documents and finalizing a project. 



Gaining 
Knowledge 
while Helping 
Others 

• Volunteering with the Smithsonian Digital Volunteers is a  
valuable experience that gives you the opportunity to not 
only help others and work with a prestigious organization, 
but to also to gain knowledge through the transcription of 
the online collections.

• The transcription center gives the availability for anyone 
with Internet access and an inquisitive spirit to delve into 
the documents and projects in the Smithsonian’s online 
collections. 
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