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By the People is a crowdsourcing program that launched in October 2018 
to invite the public to become virtual volunteers, contributing their 
valuable time and knowledge to enhance Library collections. Participants 
can also learn new skills, like reading cursive and primary source 
research, and hopefully forge a deeper connection to the Library, history, 
and the By the People community.



To explain the project goals, let’s look at this 
Rosa Parks recipe. The library has millions of 
digitized manuscripts pages now online. Making 
digital documents at that scale findable and 
useable is hard – in particular, turning the 
information on those images of documents into 
machine-readable text for search and access.  
This can be automated for many printed texts. 
But handwritten texts and some complex typed 
materials still require humans to interpret what 
they say. So at present, if you search peanut 
butter in our catalog, you will not get to this item, 
even though you see it here, a not-so-secret 
ingredient.
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Which is why we created By the People.  

Specifically, the project asks volunteers to transcribe and tag documents (mostly 
handwritten but some typed) to make them.

• Keyword searchable

• Readable by individuals and accessibility technologies

• Available for computational analysis and digital scholarship

All of this happens through a user-centered open source platform – Concordia –
built in-house here at the library



The best way to show you how By the People does this, is to start with the end 
product. Since launching in October 2018, we have started bringing completed 
transcriptions back into the Library’s digital collections on loc.gov. There they aid 
in discovery and access of these materials. So searches now surface materials 
that would have previously only have been found by reading every page of a 
collection.



Like this gem found by searching the word “tornado.” This letter from one 
New Salem, Illinois pioneer also describes local postmaster Abraham 
Lincoln as “a very clever fellow and particular friend of mine” and notes 
that he conveniently leaves his office door open when he’s not around.

The text you see on the left is entirely created and reviewed through By 
the People.



By the People is all web-based, so no special tools are needed except 
a device with internet access, a modern browser, and (preferably) a 
keyboard.



Make sure you are logged in to By the People before starting work! 
Though the site allows transcription without an account, please log in to 
an account linked to your loc.gov email for any work you do as a 
Library employee.

Register for an account using a personal email account if you don’t 
have access to your Library email from home. Create a username and 
password of your choice. To complete account activation, you will need 
to click a link in an email sent to that personal email address. Once you 
have successfully logged in, navigate to your profile by clicking 
"Account" in the top right of the By the People site. There, you can 
change your email to your Library email address. You will not need to 
click on any further activation emails. The change is immediate.

It is important for the By the People team to be able to keep staff and 
public contributions separate for reporting purposes, which is why we 
ask you to register and take part with your Library email address.



Before jumping in, read through the By the People welcome guide and 
instructions by visiting the Help Center.  Find it by clicking “Help” in the 
links at the top of any page.  These include the 

1. By the People Welcome Guide 

2. How to Transcribe 

3. How to Review 

We’ll ask you to focus your efforts on review, but you’ll still need to 
familiarize yourself with the transcription instructions in order to be a good 
reviewer.

The help center also includes our FAQ with answers to Frequently Asked 
Questions.



This is what the transcription interface looks like. On the left is a viewer 
that shows a digitized page from our collections. You can zoom and 
rotate the text using the controls at the top. On the right is a text box 
where you can type the words you see on the page. Adjust the size of the 
viewer and transcription box using the arrows in the middle of the screen 
or try out fullscreen mode using the “Fullscreen” button above the image 
viewer.

Completing a page requires at least two people – one to transcribe and 
another to review – but a document can go through several passes of 
transcription and review by several people before it is complete. 

Transcriptions are created by one or more people looking at a digitized 
Library document and typing what they see into the By the People 
interface. Please do your best to transcribe whole pages, but don’t worry 
if you can’t read something. Just follow the guidelines for how to note 
uncertainty or simply do what you can and save you work rather than 
hitting submit. If you save a page, it will be marked as “in progress” in the 
system and others will be able to step in where you left off and later 
submit it for review. Once a page is completely transcribed you can hit 
submit, which puts the page in the review pile. Another person will then 



review the page. 

We like to think of review as a safety net that allows transcribers to give it their best 
shot, make mistakes, and learn from them!
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A reviewer’s task is to read the entire transcription and carefully compare 
it to the original image. The reviewer can either accept it as complete or 
make edits and resubmit for another person to review. A simple page may 
only be reviewed once before being accepted, while a more complex 
page may go through several rounds of review and editing before it is 
marked complete by a reviewer.

Both transcription and review are important, but review is often the slower 
process and critical to moving pages across the finish line to complete. 
So please focus your efforts on review. 

Once a transcription is accepted by a reviewer, it is ready to be published 
on loc.gov. The transcription publication process is not immediate, but all 
completed items are queued for loc.gov ingest. We only export items 
after every page has been completed. For example, if 97 pages of a 100 
page document are complete, but three pages need review, we won't 
export that document until the entire resource is done. Helping to 
complete almost-finished items will make a dramatic difference in the 
number of pages we can make accessible! 



Tagging is an experimental feature. Currently, By the People team does 
not have a way to return tags to loc.gov for search – though it hopes to 
eventually. Therefore, we ask you to focus on transcription and review. 

Tags can be used to add additional context, such as full names, correct 
spellings of terms misspelled in the original document, or information 
about the document such as the language it’s in or unique features like 
photos or illustrations. So think of tagging as a tool to help other people 
understand and navigate pages within the site.



Although there are many fascinating campaigns available through the 
main By the People site, we ask that LC staff only work on the 
following campaigns which have been added to the site specifically 
for this period of extended telework.  We ask that you not share these 
links with anyone beyond LC staff. These materials are not being shared 
with or promoted to the general public. It is also important to keep staff 
and public contributions separate for reporting purposes, which is why we 
ask you to register and take part with an loc.gov email address.
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Use the statuses listed under the progress bar to filter the items and 
pages based on the activity you are doing. Select “Needs Review” to only 
see materials waiting for review. Click through the project and then item 
level to select a page to work on. 



Access instructions at any time by visiting “Help” at the top right of any 
page. Most frequently needed instructions can also be found under 
“Quick Tips” on any transcription page. 

Public volunteers ask questions and share their findings in a discussion 
forum on History Hub. Find answers to many questions about how and 
what to transcribe by searching or browsing these posts. 

Email the By the People community managers at crowd@loc.gov for 
additional help.  We are currently prioritizing answering emails related to 
staff account activation and are still supporting public use of By the 
People, so please be patient in waiting for a response.
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