
Good afternoon, my name is Jen Eidson, and today I’m going to talk about the 
conscious editing work we’ve begun at University of Maryland, and share some 
examples from a pilot editing project with the AFL-CIO Civil Rights Department 
records.

The conscious editing initiative at University of Maryland was established by my 
colleague Liz Caringola.  With her permission I’m sharing a summary of her work in 
these first few slides.  Then, I’ll talk about the specific editing I did in the Civil Rights 
Department records. 

First, I’d like to take a few moments to share my personal perspective and how it 
relates to conscious editing in archives.  In the past, I would sometimes notice 
harmful language or topics and not know what I could do, other than present the 
facts in archival description.  Because archives are supposed to be neutral, right?  
Well, it’s pretty hard to be neutral if you see any of our national or world news.  But, I 
would set aside the conflict in my mind.  

In the past few years, I’ve gained a better understanding of my place in archives, and 
in my community, with the realization that my generation can do something.  Hearing 
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about the circumstances surrounding the deaths of people of color in 2020, it was 
finally time for me to pay attention more.  I began my own anti-racist work.  One part 
of that was participating in a small Antiracist Community Group here at University of 
Maryland where we went through an 8 week curriculum of readings and discussion.  I 
learned so much and it helped shift my thought.  I can now identify that, yes, my life 
as a white married woman is privileged, and I could tell you how I was privileged.  I 
better understand how oppression and systemic racism played a major role in the 
history of our nation and world, and how members of my own family were likely 
racist oppressors -- because I’ve come across it in these very labor collections I work 
with at UMD.  I feel disappointed, frustrated, and angry.  And, if that’s how I feel, I can 
only imagine a researcher coming across a document in the archive that really breaks 
their heart.  

I’m not going to say I know everything I need to know, because I’ve seen that every 
experience and conversation I have (even recently) helps me grow, and I firmly 
believe I will know what I need to know when I need it.  So, I want to encourage all of 
you here today, to begin your own anti-racist work.  It is a critical element of 
consciously editing archival description.  Talk to a friend, speak up when you see 
something troubling, read an article or book, join a community discussion group, and 
let’s commit to growing together.  

So, overall, one result of beginning the work, is that when I come across harmful 
language in archival description, 1. I notice it because I’m paying attention more, and 
2. I’m ready and willing to do something about it.  
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So, what is conscious language? And what is conscious editing?  We heard a bit about 
these concepts in the first presentation by Kayla, but let’s take a brief look at it again.

[read quote about conscious language]

And, here’s a quote to help us think about conscious editing:
[read quote]
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As our special collections at UMD began considering how to address any harmful 
language that might exist in our finding aid descriptions or collection content, we 
developed this “Statement on Harmful Language.”  To do this we reviewed several 
examples from other archives, and drafted a statement.  This was then shared with 
the entire archives department for feedback, and then included on our ArchivesSpace
website.  

I know this is a lot of text for one slide, but please take a look at our website when 
you have a chance.
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My colleague, Liz, and her team of students reviewed and selected key resources for 
the basis of our conscious editing work, such as journal articles, blog posts, and other 
conference presentations.  We encourage all who plan to do conscious editing to 
spend some time reading and reflecting on topics of equity, diversity, inclusion, 
cultural humility, human rights, ethics, and empathy, just to name a few.  Then, 
observe, whether or not your readings shifted your understanding, and what 
questions do you have going forward.
These resources were organized into a LibGuide that is available not only to our 
archives department, but also the general public.
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The next step we took was doing a finding aid audit, or survey.
“Phase 0” of our conscious editing, launched in March 2020. Our Access Team 
students reviewed over 1,000 published finding aids and identified which ones 
needed to be edited.  Instructions were shared with them about how to locate 
finding aids, and which descriptive fields to review.  Then, they gave the finding aid an 
audit rating:
0: Need more information
1: Issues in offensive or harmful language used to describe people or communities
2: Needs better contextualization about events, issues, and social standards of the 
time described.
3: No suggestions/edits
4: Folder Title Issues
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Here’s an example of the “matrix audit” spreadsheet, we used for “Phase 0.”
The next “Phase 1,” will entail review by our Metadata Librarian for the creation of a 
conscious editing plan to share with the collection curators.
Once a plan is in place, editing work in “Phase 2” will be tracked in Trello by students 
and staff, and revision notes will be added to the finding aid.
Some projects will be addressed at the repository level instead of the collection level.
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In Spring 2021, the University of Maryland was awarded a 3 year Digitizing Hidden 
Collections CLIR grant in which we are partners with Georgia State University.   The 
grant title is: “Advancing Workers Rights in the American South: Digitizing the Records 
of the AFL-CIO’s Civil Rights Division.”

The goal is to digitize 119 linear feet of material from both institutions to provide 
access to AFL-CIO Civil Rights Southeast Division and national-level records from the 
AFL, the CIO, and the AFL-CIO Civil Rights Department.  The inclusive dates covered 
are 1943-1999.

This was an opportunity for University of Maryland to enhance and revise collection 
description in general, as well as consciously review and edit archival description for 
the AFL-CIO Civil Rights Department.  The next step was for me to transition my 
personal antiracist work into conscious editing theory.  And then, into actual editing. 
For me, the before and after examples shared in other presentations were the most 
helpful to me figuring out what to edit and how to edit.  
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At University of Maryland we have three finding aids for the AFL-CIO Civil Rights 
Department.  Here are the results of the initial conscious editing survey of these 
three finding aids by our Access Team students.

In the first collection, no suggestions or edits were recommended.

In the second collection, the term “handicap” was flagged as harmful language.

In the third collection, no suggestions or edits were recommended.

As part of the CLIR grant, I was able to spend some focused time reviewing these 
finding aids more in depth, and I determined more edits were needed..

In this situation, additional time was warranted due to the grant increasing visibility 
of the collections.  The digitized
Collections will be freely accessible in the UMD Libraries’ and GSU’s digital collection
repositories, in the Civil Rights Digital Library, the Digital Public Library of America, 
and Umbra Search Engine for African American History.  The following level of editing 
may not always be possible or necessary.
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My edits definitely included general edits like typos, sentence rephrasing, and spelling 
out acronyms at all levels of description including: collection level, series level and for 
folder titles.
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The three collections are all from one department at the AFL-CIO so we have the Civil 
Rights Department as one of our record groups.

My edits included:

 Combining three different documents to create one full department history to add 
to each finding aid’s Historical Note.

 Adding context and additional information to the department history.

 Revising outdated language.

 Example 1: outdated language revised, and additional collection detail added.

 Example 2: additional information added.
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At the collection level, the most significant edits were in the Scope and Content
Notes, and the Biographical/Historical Notes.  I also cross referenced all three 
collections in the Related Materials Note, adding a few other relevant collections as 
well.  In addition, the Processing Information Notes were updated and the Revision 
Statement added and published to the public.

In the first collection, [read]

In the second collection, [read]

In the third collection, [read]

A note about APRI was also added to the Scope and Content note for Series 11 in that 
last collection.
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The main edits at the series level were within 3 specific series across the 3 
collections, in the Scope and Content Note.

General edits included: [read]

Example 1: In two cases, I added sentence from our “Harmful Language Statement” 
as a more general acknowledgement, rather than being too specific about addressing 
each term. 1. because we might miss other harmful terms, and 2. it depends a lot on 
how the word is used in the folder contents.

Example 2: [read]
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This general edit goes back to the initial finding aid audit – [read]

[Read “List of…]
Originally this information was attached as an external document in the finding aid, 
but including it in the published finding aid increases discoverability.

Supplemental Timeline in the Biographical/Historical Note Added contextual 
information about the purpose of the organizations/agencies represented in the 
materials (what their mission is/was, role in relation to AFL-CIO).
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[Read each folder title edit]

I will point out that the folders titled “White Citizen’s Councils” have been an ongoing 
internal conflict for me.  I have literally lost sleep over these folders!  I think I’ve 
edited the title about three times!  This is an example of how conscious editing is a 
fluid work in progress.  This is what I have at this time, and it can always be 
reevaluated again later.  I really hope it is.
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For folders 3 and 4, “foreign” was replaced with “international” because [read]

For the recommended edits, I came to a point where I needed feedback from my 
colleagues.  It’s good to recognize that, so that more than one perspective can be 
included.  Our next step is to look at the actual physical folders together and discuss 
ideas and options.

I’ve shared all of the folders that I flagged for conscious editing today.  One of the 
three collections did not have any folders that I thought needed editing.  Overall 
there were 14 folders edited or under review for conscious editing out of thousands 
of folders.
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Here are examples of one of the updated Processing Information Notes and one of 
the Revision Statements.  I think, and expect in the future, that our archives will 
establish a standard phrasing for consciously edited description.
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Looking forward, we can use this pilot editing project, along with several others also 
completed, to make this a part of our ongoing work in special collections.

We’ll need to consider problematic LC subject headings: 
At the present, we do not have a workflow between Special Collections and Metadata 
Services to add or edit LCSHs to new or legacy finding aids. We are also not 
automatically creating collection-level MARC records to be included in the library 
catalog, as happened in the past.

We’ll also consider workflows to incorporate individual editing and group feedback.

In the big picture, thinking about how much editing is needed, versus how much is 
sufficient?  And how do we strike a balance with our staff and resources?

Plus we need to give time and space to continuing our antiracist work.
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This slide has several helpful resources and finding aids that I used for my editing.  
But, please take a look at the LibGuide with a much more comprehensive list of 
resources.
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Thank you so much for listening!
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