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About us
Jen has been the Collection Strategies Archivist 
at University of Maryland since 2023, following 
10 years as the Labor Archivist.  Much of her 22 
years in archives has centered around 
accessioning and processing.  A focus on oral 
history developed from her 5 years at the 
Veterans Oral History Project at the Library of 
Congress which overlapped with 6 years of 
service on SAA’s Oral History Section.
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About us
Cate has been Associate Director of Special 
Collections and University Archives at the 
University of Maryland since 2022, with earlier 
work in nonprofit/museum and government 
archives and the public library. Her work has 
centered around growing access to collections, 
including oral history. Cate is a former chair of 
the Oral History Association Membership 
Committee, a board member of Oral History in 
the Mid-Atlantic Region and member of the 
collaborative Baltimore Speaks.

Cate Mayfield
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About today’s session

● “Oral Histories on the Fast Track: Rethinking 
archival description for oral history”
○ Oral history and “fast” in the same title - what?!
○ Disclaimer: There’s not much “fast” about oral 

history BUT there are efficiencies that can be 
made

● Session provides a mix of theory/framework and 
practice

*From SAA’s Dictionary of Archives Terminology 



About today’s session
What you might take away:
○ Ideas for reflecting on and 

assessing your repository’s 
oral history practices

○ Tools and approaches to 
metadata creation and 
description across the oral 
history lifecycle

 

Not of focus but resources 
exist on all parts of the oral 
history life cycle, including 
but not limited to *:
○ Interviewing
○ Digitization
○ Preservation
○ Transcription 

*See our “Resources” slide

 

Note: Our 
approach isn’t 
intended to be 
prescriptive



What is oral history?*
● Both the interview process and the products that result from a recorded spoken 

interview
● It captures recollections about the past filtered through the lens of a changing 

personal and social context

*Bullets from OHA’s Core Principles

Oral History 
Lifecycle
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Theoretical frameworks
● “...building of a reparative archive via acquisition, advocacy and 

utilization can assist in decolonizing traditional archives and bringing 
historically oppressed voices in from the margins,” Lae’l 
Hughes-Watkins, 2018

● “... oral history certainly can be a means for transforming both the 
content and purpose of history. It can be used to change the focus of 
history itself, and open up new areas of enquiry; it can break down 
barriers between teachers and students, between generations…” Paul 
Thompson, 1998

 



Key considerations

● Oral history and its role in the archives
● Accessioning as a foundational step in oral history’s transfer into the 

archives 
● The unique role of the narrator
● Individual records vs. groupings
● Oral history processing can be resource intensive

 



Key considerations

Accessioning as a foundational step in oral history’s transfer into the 
archives 

○ Traditional definition: To take “intellectual and physical custody of 
materials, often under legal or policy authority”*

○ A simple definition but one that belies more complicated 
underpinnings and processes

 

*From SAA’s Dictionary of Archives Terminology



Key considerations
Individual record creation vs. traditional archival approach

○ Archival principle of respect des fonds
○ Archivists accession groupings of materials based upon provenance
○ Reasons why we might take a different approach for oral history

 



Key considerations
The unique role of the narrator

○ Narrator as co-creator and donor
○ Individual release forms and agreements

 



Key considerations
Oral history processing takes time and can be resource intensive

○ Processing time: Digitization (for analog materials), preservation, 
transcription, auditing/editing, accessioning, processing, metadata 
creation, documentation of context, etc.

○ Backlog issues: lack of release forms, lack of “metadata” or 
description

○ “New” oral history: born-digital workflows

 



From theory to practice
Key considerations:
○ Oral history plays a significant 

role in the archives
○ Accessioning as foundational 
○ The narrator is at times both a 

co-creator of the interview and 
a donor 

○ Oral history processing can be 
time and resource intensive

○ The archival and oral history 
fields offer different models for 
description

 

An approach:
○ Accounting for and applying 

description across the oral 
history life cycle, starting from 
project planning

○ Individually accessioning oral 
history interviews and applying 
accessioning information to 
finding aid creation and digital 
collections metadata
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● Full processing = backlog
● Minimal processing or accessioning as processing = reduced backlog
● Guidelines for audiovisual materials & oral history collections

 

Accessioning oral history: 
Background



● 1,077 finding aids
● Only 10 oral history collections including:
○ Leonard Rapport oral histories
○ Oral History Project Tapes
○ Oral Histories (processed series)

● Search for “oral histor” in ArchivesSpace accession export:
○ 20 results in Title field
○ 60 results in Content Description field
○ 154 results in Content Description field after new case study records 

are included

 

Accessioning oral history: 
Background



Accessioning oral history: 
Background

● Levels of description
● Access to collections

 



Accessioning oral history: 
New Guidelines

● Group accession number vs. individual accession numbers
● Consistent use of Release Forms
● Better understanding of permissions for access
● Formalize accessioning and processing before digitization or uploading 

online
● Creation of metadata during early steps with donor/community 

participation
● Fuller description elevates importance of individuals



Accessioning oral history:
Inventory Template



Accessioning oral history:
Inventory Template

● Locally created, inspired by OHA’s Metadata Assessment and Planning 
Tool

● Work on legacy collections has encouraged us to use this from the very 
beginning of project planning

● Mix of fixed fields and flexible, adaptable tabs and elements

 



Accessioning oral history:
Inventory Template

Basic metadata
● Narrator’s name
● Interviewer’s name
● Project title (if applicable)
● Interview title
● Interview date
● Transcript length
● Recording length

 

● Interview file format(s)
● Interview language
● Release form
● Date release form signed
● Date of transcription
● Access restrictions
● Abstract

 



Accessioning oral history:
Inventory Template

Narrator and Interviewer Metadata Tabs
● Narrator/interviewer names
● Transcript review notes
● Narrator selection background
*Additional fields as relevant for project and 
repository, i.e., race, ethnicity, native language, 
geographic representation, etc.

 



Accessioning oral history:
Inventory Template

Interview Context and Project Background tabs
● Interview context:
○ Interview location
○ Interview context notes

● Project background:
○ Project summary
○ Project funding

*Flexible, customizable per project

 



Accessioning oral history:
Inventory Template

Avalon AV Template tab
● Local, repository-specific tab used for bulk ingest 

into UMD’s audiovisual digital collections repository
● Metadata entry governed by specific guidelines 

 



Accessioning oral history: 
New Guidelines

● New accessioning workflow
● Examples of new accessioning workflow
 



Reparative Histories: 
The Black Experience

● Initiated in 2021 by Dr. 
Francena Turner and Lae’l 
Hughes-Watkins

● Documents the stories and 
experiences of Black faculty 
and staff, students, alumni, 
and community members in 
and around UMD

● 60 interviews conducted to 
date, 21 “processed”
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Oral history accession record



Accession record

● Example restrictions:
○ Oral history interview closed by narrator request until 2025.
○ Narrator requests anonymity for their interview, including no public 

access to their oral history recording and indicating their speaking parts 
within the transcripts as “Anonymous” versus by their name.

 



08

Accession record



Describing oral history

● New processing workflow
● Examples of new processing workflow
● Processing Manual revisions
● Example of use for Reparative Histories: The Black Experience
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Oral history finding aid



Alphabetical



Collection level



Collection level



Collection level
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Series level



Describing oral history:
Metadata



A Sampling

Metadata

Academic Preservation 
Trust: Oral Histories 

and Digital Preservation 
webinar (recording) 

Preservatio
n

Getting 
Started

Resources

OHA’s Metadata 
Assessment and 

Planning Tool; “Oral 
History Metadata and 
Description: A Survey”

OHA Principles 
and Best Practices, 
including “Archival 

Oral History” 
manual
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Wrap Up
● Accessioning as a building block
● Metadata and description incorporated from the very beginning 

of project planning; collaboration  between archivists and oral 
historians when possible at early stages of project planning

● Too much information is lost when oral histories are treated at 
the collection level for minimal processing

● The individual approach requires resources
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