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Reading and Transcribing Handwritten Documents

As part of your work to preserve your family archive, you should consider the legibility of

handwritten documents in your collection. Just as it is important to identify the locations, dates,

and people in family photographs to make them decipherable to your descendants, so is it

important to make textual documents readable. Handwritten documents, whether written in

cursive or printed, are becoming increasingly difficult to decipher as people of all ages spend

more and more of their time exclusively reading typed text. The following sheet outlines some

strategies for making your archive more accessible as well as reading strategies and transcription

tips for you and the users of your archive.

Provide context with the documents. Knowing something about the who, what, where,
when, and why of an individual document will help readers decipher it. For example,
what do you know about the person who wrote the document, and for what purpose was
it created? Is the document describing a specific event, person, or place?

A guide giving an overview to the contents of your collection and its organization will
also help orient readers as they use your materials. The Society of American Archivists has
a Sample Annotated Finding Aid on their website that may serve as a general model. Feel
free to do what works for you.

Consider transcribing some of your documents, beginning with those you consider most
significant or most difficult to decipher. Store those transcriptions with the original.

If you have a few primary authors in your collection you may want to create a letter key
where you place a picture of an example of each of their handwritten letters alongside a

typed example in a widely used font like Times New Roman or Arial.

Reading Strategies

Take your time and get to know the handwriting. It’s okay to skip around and to decode
enough of the writing to help you figure out the rest.

Start with what you can decipher, looking for context clues and for examples of how the
writer wrote particular letters.

When faced with a difficult word, take each letter at a time. Look for other examples of
the same letter from elsewhere in the document and see if you can identify it through
context (i.e., if you recognize the word “the,” you have a reference point for other “t”s,
“h”s, and “e”s).

Scan or take a photo of the document so you can zoom in on small writing (or send it to
a friend for help) or print it to create a copy you can annotate as you decode the script.
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If you know when the document was created, look at handwriting manuals from the
period to get a sense of the script in use at the time.

Be aware of variations in spelling. Spelling has not always been consistent, and education
levels have varied greatly in the English-speaking world. The spelling of a word may not
make sense to you, so read it out loud to hear the word (ex: “midy” when read out loud
sounds like “mighty”).

Be aware of common abbreviations, a few you may encounter are:

Viz. = namely

Inst. = this month

Ult. = last month

o O ©o O©

Prox. = next month
o Do. = ditto
Take a break and come back later.
Ask a friend to take a look.
AT can be a tool for deciphering and transcription. AI tools for deciphering and

transcription include Transkribus.

Transcription Tips

Transcribe exactly as written — don't alter spelling or grammar to comply with modern
rules. If you feel you should add words or letters to improve readability, use brackets to
mark your additions.
If you aren’t sure about a word or phrase, indicate that you are making an educated guess
by using brackets, including a question mark, or replacing a word with “illegible.”
o Example: Today Lucy went to the [store?] with Martha and [illegible] and
brought home milk, eggs, and flo[ur?] to make a cake.

Additional Resources

Archivescom, “Deciphering Chicken Scratch: Tips and Tricks for Reading Old
Handwriting,” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UMU]J3eBUo 0 (~20 minutes)

Smith College, Reading and Writing Cursive in Special Collections,
https://libguides.smith.edu/scsc-handwriting (has examples of handwriting manuals
from different eras)


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UMUJ3eBUo_0
https://libguides.smith.edu/scsc-handwriting

