
   

 

This is how we… 
Preserve Sound Recordings 
A Guide for Community Groups 

by the East Midlands Oral History Archive 

This guide is specifically about preserving oral history recordings, but there is lots of advice 
about oral history more generally. EMOHA has produced this series of information sheets 
about oral history for community groups – https://le.ac.uk/history/outreach/besh/oral-
history/ - while the Oral History Society (OHS) website contains a wealth of useful information, 
which we link to in this guide - https://www.ohs.org.uk/  

Contents 
• Scoping the collection 
• Digitising 
• Cataloguing 
• Storing 
• Other resources 

Scoping the Collection 
Physical items 
‘Scoping’ refers to examining the recordings you want to preserve. For physical items such as 
tapes, cassettes etc. you will want to determine the physical state of the item. For example, 
if there is mould, this will need to be removed before digitisation; if a tape is shedding its 
surface or is sticky, this will need to be dealt with (see digitisation section); if a cassette shell 
is cracked you may have to re-house the tape. 

You will also want to gather cataloguing information from 
the item itself - whether from the tape, cassette etc., or 
from any container. Check any accompanying paperwork 
for information about the recording, the people involved, 
and any rights/consent issues. 

As well as information about the contents of the recording 
and the people involved, look for technical details such as 
playback speed, noise reduction, and any other settings 
used during the original recording. 

Make a note of all this as it will be useful for the digitisation 
process and the cataloguing. Figure 1 - there is lots of information on this 

cassette insert 

https://le.ac.uk/history/outreach/besh/oral-history/
https://le.ac.uk/history/outreach/besh/oral-history/
https://www.ohs.org.uk/


   

Digital items 
Born digital files don’t always come with useful file names and the first task is to listen to the 
recordings to make sure you know who is on which recording. If this isn’t clear from the outset 
it is important to correspond with the donator as soon as possible to make sure everything is 
accurate. 

Spreadsheets 
Particularly for physical items, we create a condition survey that lists all the recordings in a 
collection, the physical state of the items, the state of accompanying paperwork and other 
material, and any obvious issues with the items, such as damage or mould. We would also 
advise the creation of a cataloguing spreadsheet and a master ‘tracking sheet’ for all the work 
you do. We will cover these in more detail in the cataloguing section. 

Accessioning 
At this point it is useful to assign a unique number – an accession number – to each item. You 
can also use collection numbers to link related items together, if need be, but a unique 
number is very helpful for identifying individual items. This will also help the person doing the 
digitising to keep track of the digital files. 

You can do this during the digitisation process, but it usually pays to do it beforehand. 

File naming 
You need to think about how to name the audio files. This is an example of what we do at 
EMOHA: 

EMOHA61-1_f1_M0 
EMOHA61 is EMOHA collection number 61 
1 is the first item in the collection 
f1 means Track 1 (we use f1 for this out of habit from the Unlocking Our Sound Heritage 
project, but t1 would also be fine). 
M0 means it is the Master copy with no alterations 

 
We also use: 
EMOHA61-1_f1_M1 – master copy with edit (usually a redaction) 
EMOHA61-1_f1_A0 – access copy with no changes from the master 
EMOHA61-1_f1_A1 – access copy with edit (usually a redaction) 
 
 

 
Figure 2 - example of master files with no edits 

 
Whichever system you use, you should be able to distinguish between master copies, access copies, 
and whether the files have been edited in any way or are the unchanged originals. 



   

 
Master copies are usually .wav files but might also be the digital file we were originally given. Access 
copies are always .mp3s. 
 
Links 
Scoping the collection is covered in the first part of this video about the cataloguing process 
– https://youtu.be/GmXvg5ngFcg 

 

Digitising 
If your audio is ‘born digital’ you can skip this section. 

The basic kit you will need for digitising analogue sound recordings is: 

• Playback machines for the recordings. 
• An analogue to digital converter capable of the archival standard of 96Khz 24bit .wav 

files (these are in your smartphones, laptops etc. but can’t always digitise at the 
archival standard. Stand along devices are preferable but can be expensive). 

• A device that can record sound digitally. This is usually done with a computer and 
software, but it could also be a handheld digital recorder (all these contain analogue 
to digital converters). 

• Connections – you will need to be able to connect the audio player to the audio 
recorder. 

• Isopropyl alcohol (rubbing alcohol) and cotton buds for cleaning tape heads on 
cassette or tape players. 

The person doing the digitising should keep track of what they have done on the tracking 
sheet. For example, just because the tape box says the tape should be played at 3.5 ips (inches 
per second) doesn’t mean that is the case! Make a note of whether the recording is mono, 
stereo or, maybe, four track; note the speed or recording settings; note the condition and any 
work that needed doing e.g. rehousing the cassette, baking the tapes. 

It is possible to buy cassette decks and turntables that connect directly to a computer using a 
USB cable. At EMOHA, our set up is along these lines: 

 

 

 

 
 
Issues with magnetic tape 
To clean mould, find a well-ventilated area and, ideally, wearing a FFP3 respiratory mask, use 
isopropyl alcohol and a cotton bud to gently clean the tape. 

Playback machine 
Analogue 
to digital 
converter 

Computer with 
software 

https://youtu.be/GmXvg5ngFcg


   

If a tape is ‘sticky’ – it is sticking together and not 
unwinding properly – you may need to ‘bake’ it. Using 
an oven or a food dehydrator, bake at 50 degrees 
centigrade for eight to twelve hours and then digitise 
within the next 48 hours for best results. 

If a tape is still shedding its surface you will see brown 
or black residue deposited on the tape heads and the 
tape will squeak and not keep a constant speed. You 
can try baking the tape again and use dry cotton swobs 
to clean any deposits off the tape to reduce build up on 
the heads when playing.  

 

Contact EMOHA for current examples of playback machines. 

Audio engineer Richard Wheelband talks about audio preservation here - 
https://youtu.be/TVxQz-XdxOQ - and this is part of a YouTube playlist of instructional videos 
about audio archiving, which can be found here - 
https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PL3Rnsga7PXctZVjP6GLeE1PFsjcMrsjcV 

 

Cataloguing 
The information you can gather about an oral history recording is listed below: 

• Reference number(s) and collection name(s). 
• Names of people involved and/or present. 
• Details of the interviewee(s) – names, DoB, DoD, sex/gender, language used, address 

and contact details. Can also note place of birth, parents, children, education, religion, 
occupation, marital status etc. 

• Details of the content of the recording - subjects covered (we use a controlled list), 
summary of content, time periods covered, location(s), related material. 

• Details of the recording – date, location, recordist, equipment used, sound quality, 
format, original or copy, playing time, number of tapes/tracks, settings used e.g. 
frequency and bit rate for digital recordings, signal processing such as Dolby, and 
playback speed, for tapes. 

• Archival information – acquisition date, storage location, copies, access restrictions, 
cross-referencing, copyright status, summaries/transcripts. 

Figure 3- working with a mask in a ventilated 
area 

https://youtu.be/TVxQz-XdxOQ
https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PL3Rnsga7PXctZVjP6GLeE1PFsjcMrsjcV


   

We recommend using Excel spreadsheets as 
they are easily adaptable should you want to 
export them into other formats, or ingest the 
information into a cataloguing or digital 
storage system. 

 

Example spreadsheet 
We have attached an example of a 
spreadsheet that comprises two tabs. One is 
for a description of the whole collection, and 
one is for a description of each individual item 
in the collection. 

On the tab for the whole collection, some of the column headings are highlighted in yellow. 
This is personal information intended for the archivist only, not the general public. 

Where an item – a tape, cassette, or born digital audio file – contains multiple interviews, 
programmes, speeches etc. we enter the main item as a ‘parent’ and then enter each 
interview, programme, speech etc. as a ‘child’, as on the example spreadsheet. 

There is an example of this on this video about the cataloguing process – 
https://youtu.be/GmXvg5ngFcg 

 

Tracking sheet 
We have attached an example of a tracking spreadsheet. While this isn’t essential, it is useful 
to track each stage of the preservation process, from the date of acquisition, through the 
digitisation process, through to where physical and digital items are stored. We quality check 
each cataloguing spreadsheet when it is finished and note this on the tracking spreadsheet. 

 
Writing a transcript or a summary 
Ideally, the creator of the oral history recording will also provide you with a transcript or 
summary. If not, you will have to create one yourself. There is a balance between the time it 
takes to create these and how useful it will be for you to have either a transcript or a summary 
– you will need one or the other. 

Transcripts 
A word for word translation of the spoken words on the recording. You will need to decide on 
a style that will consider whether you are going to include ‘crutch’ words such as ‘Er..’, ‘Um..’ 
etc. and whether you are going to try and convey the patterns of speech used e.g. [laughs] or 
[sarcastically]. 

Include timings every few minutes as this will make it much easier to match sections of the 
recording and transcript. 

Figure 4 - important information on a tape box 

https://youtu.be/GmXvg5ngFcg


   

You may choose not to follow any formal guidelines but, for reference, this is one example of 
a style guide: https://www.baylor.edu/library/index.php?id=974464  

Summaries 
A detailed summary is quicker to write than a transcript and can be very useful for navigating 
a recording. Use keywords, timings, and a concise description of what is being talked about, 
plus names and places. Everyone has their own way of doing this, but it’s worth thinking of 
someone coming to the recording for the first time and what would be useful for them. 

Links 
We provide an overview of summaries and transcripts here - https://le.ac.uk/emoha/how-
to-do-oral-history/interviewing/summarising-and-transcription - and you can download a 
guide to paperwork, which has some examples, here - 
https://le.ac.uk/history/outreach/besh/oral-history/paperwork  

Catalogue summaries 
We have attached guidelines for writing catalogue summaries of oral history recordings. 
These are usually briefer than the full summaries and just need to convey the main topics 
discussed, along with any important names people and places. 

 

Rights Clearance 
If you want to use the oral histories in your collections in any way you should, ideally, have 
the participants’ agreement to do so. However, collections don’t always come with complete 
paperwork. Ideally, consent/clearance/permission/release forms should follow the idea of 
‘informed consent’ by naming the potential uses of the material. There should also be the 
opportunity for interviewees to place restrictions on any part of the recording they wish e.g. 
they might want the recording to only be released after their death. 

Where consent forms don’t exist, you will need to assess the recordings on an individual basis 
and adopt a risk-based approach to making them available to the public. 

This is the case for recordings that you make available in your archive, but is particularly 
important if you want to make them available online. Broadly speaking, you should: 

• Make a reasonable attempt to locate the interviewee or a next-of-kin to gain consent. 
• Make sure that any information that might cause harm to either the people speaking, 

or people they are speaking about, should not be made public. This conforms to the 
GDPR (General Data Protection Regulation) sensitivities. These are listed in the link 
below. 

Full advice about GDPR is available on the OHS website as part of the ‘Being legal and ethical’ 
section - https://www.ohs.org.uk/legal-and-ethical-advice/  

An example of how to check for sensitivities can be found on this page on the OHS website - 
https://www.ohs.org.uk/legal-and-ethical-advice/legal-and-ethical-archiving/  

https://www.baylor.edu/library/index.php?id=974464
https://le.ac.uk/emoha/how-to-do-oral-history/interviewing/summarising-and-transcription
https://le.ac.uk/emoha/how-to-do-oral-history/interviewing/summarising-and-transcription
https://le.ac.uk/history/outreach/besh/oral-history/paperwork
https://www.ohs.org.uk/legal-and-ethical-advice/
https://www.ohs.org.uk/legal-and-ethical-advice/legal-and-ethical-archiving/


   

Redactions 
Using sound editing software it is quick and simple to redact a passage in an audio file by 
silencing the relevant part of the interview. We suggest silencing rather than deleting as this 
will keep the track timings accurate. When we create an access copy with redactions, we use 
the file name A1 – access copy with changes (see file naming above).  

Adobe Acrobat has a redact feature that allows you to place black rectangles over parts of a 
transcript. 

Storage 
Your sound files, and associated documentation and ephemera, will all need to be stored 
somewhere secure. 

Ideally, you will have storage that is backed up in some way. For smaller collections, paying 
for cloud storage will probably be the best solution. Of course, as the amount of storage you 
require grows, you will have to budget for more. 

Two or three portable hard drives may also be a solution, but keeping one set of recordings 
on a PC or laptop, and one set of copies on a portable hard drive is the absolute minimum. 
Portable drives are not always reliable and they are easily dropped or stolen; ideally you 
would have another set in a location that is different from your main storage. 

Archives 
You may want to approach your local authority or national archive and ask them if they will 
take your collection. Ideally, you should approach them at the earliest opportunity when 
planning your project as they may well have certain criteria you will need to meet. Having said 
this, not all archives have expertise with audio. For example, some insist on having transcripts 
when summaries would be adequate. The following should be enough for an archive, library 
or museum: 

• Master sound files plus .mp3 copies for listening, with redactions if need be. 
• Copies of cataloguing spreadsheets. 
• Scans or photocopies of all paperwork.  
• Background information about the project with contact details. This could also 

highlight any restrictions or other notable features of the collection. 

 

Other resources 
Organisations 

• The ARA is the Archives and Records Association - https://www.archives.org.uk/  
• The Oral History Society has several Special Interest Groups (SIGS). This is the 

Archives and Oral History Group - https://www.ohs.org.uk/archives-and-oral-
history/   

• The BISA is the British and Irish Sound Archives - http://www.bisa-web.org/ 

https://www.archives.org.uk/
https://www.ohs.org.uk/archives-and-oral-history/
https://www.ohs.org.uk/archives-and-oral-history/
http://www.bisa-web.org/


   

• The IASA is the International Association for Sound and Audiovisual Archives 
- https://www.iasa-web.org/   

• The Digital Preservation Coalition - https://www.dpconline.org/   
 

Taking in new collections 
• Identifying, Handling and Storing Analogue Sound Formats – LMA 

https://youtu.be/ZXqS2nYCMqQ 
• Preserving Audio Recordings – UOSH Midlands - https://youtu.be/TVxQz-XdxOQ 
• Understanding Audio Formats, Care & Risk - North West Sound Heritage at Archives+- 

https://youtu.be/yTHwXJsrq4w  

 

Scoping, initial assessments, cataloguing 
• Cataloguing Sound Collections – UOSH Midlands - https://youtu.be/GmXvg5ngFcg 
• Context Through Cataloguing: Considerations for Audio Collections – NLS - 

https://youtu.be/jOp_Cha4Esk 

 
Rights clearance 

• Rights clearance – UOSH Midlands - https://youtu.be/md9TWoqRJFY 
 

Downloadable information sheets from the British Library 
• https://www.bl.uk/help/how-to-care-for-sound-recording-collections 

https://www.iasa-web.org/
https://www.dpconline.org/
https://youtu.be/ZXqS2nYCMqQ
https://youtu.be/TVxQz-XdxOQ
https://youtu.be/yTHwXJsrq4w
https://youtu.be/GmXvg5ngFcg
https://youtu.be/jOp_Cha4Esk
https://youtu.be/md9TWoqRJFY
https://www.bl.uk/help/how-to-care-for-sound-recording-collections
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