
Sarah

If you're working with other organizations, however, like big ones, often they will have their own
templates. Even though there are some standards, everybody has their own way of doing this work
as well. So if you want to upload your content to a large multinational art program, they may actually
send you a template and say, this is the information we need. And within the boxes they give you,
that's how you'll hook into their themes or their structure. It's not always the same.

Deblekha

One of the things you did refer to are some common standards. Can you walk me through a little bit
about what those are and what some examples would be. And then maybe I'd like to focus this
specifically a little more on video, just because what's relevant to the collective of people who want
to do this.

Sarah

You bet. So because a lot of people are doing work with a lot of information, they've developed sort
of standardized practices and they tend to fall along either industry or discipline lines and sometimes
they'll fall under even format lines. So people who work with static images all the time, especially in
big collections are probably using some very standardized [practices]. One of them is VRA Core.
There's a lot of jargony names for this stuff. VRA Core is managed by the Getty. So they kind of
oversee this and maintain this standard framework for describing visual images because they're one
of the major players and they care a lot. And now you can actually go to their website and copy their
standards and choose to apply the bits and pieces of them to your visual images if you want to.

Sarah

But if you were to upload to Getty, you would actually have to follow their format because that's
what they need. So that one's called VRA Core. There's TEI, which is used for text encoding, and it's
used by a lot of digital humanities. So when you see people analyzing texts in new ways, they're
often using TEI. For videos, there are a number of different organizations and groups that work with
video and they all do it a little differently, but one of the major ones is called IPCT. And so they have
this very extensive framework for really every piece of data you can imagine. They have a very long,
long list of things that you can choose to label in your videos. It's overkill for a lot of organizations,
but you do see larger, big media organizations using the full extent of these. There's a lot of technical
things that you can record about how this video was made and what kind of equipment and all of
this. They also include standardized forms for all of the things that we discussed, like the titles and
the description and the cast and crew and how you include all that information.

Deblekha

I feel like you're getting right into the heart of why I need to stop being in denial and actually get my
crap together and learn about how this impacts the field that I work in.

Sarah

Because the thing with metadata is because it's serving a purpose, there is no point in using the parts
that don't serve your purpose. And when you go and take a look at it, you may want to run screaming
because it's this giant spreadsheet of very technical mumbo jumbo, and a lot of numbers and letters
and things. If you just take a minute to look through it, there's a couple of columns right on their
spreadsheet that are really more obvious to the human reader, which is, the name of the tag or the
label that you want to use. And then, what belongs in that label. So there's a whole sort of
spreadsheet of choices available to you for things that you can include. So it's worth looking through,
but it's also worth being mindful that you don't have to do all of it.



Deblekha

Um, yeah. Okay. Okay.

So if we were to hire someone to help us through. Would this be one of the first places that start is,
pulling your framework like this, and, and trying to get clear on what our objectives are and, Do you
have this information? Do you want this information? And what would that person be called?

Sarah

Large media organizations all have librarians who do this work. But as a smaller, independent
organization, it can be hard to find somebody who does this. Often, it'll be someone who's worked
for one of those organizations and does freelance work on the side. There are people who advertise
that they do this work. What I do when I do this work. I actually start with the interview with you, to
find out what kind of material we're working with. How much of it. What's important about it?

Sarah

Looking for that really general information. Then I would come to a source like this, and I would pull
out the pieces I felt were relevant and put together a sample framework, and then come back to you
and kind of work through. As our core set of information about a video, we want to capture these 12
pieces of information. For example, I just pulled that out of my head, but it could be that you're, you
know, the core thing that's very important for your purpose might be recording the information that
you need for discoverability. For putting on your website so people can find your videos and enough
administrative stuff so that you can manage your internal catalog and find things when you need
them. And that it could be that for your purposes, a lot of this technical stuff is less important.

Sarah

So I wouldn't necessarily include a whole bunch of technical mumbo jumbo and minutiae, if it was
never going to be used by you. There's a few exceptions. It's a good idea to know what basic format a
video is in. I just did a project where we had to find a whole bunch of Flash videos in the midst of a
whole bunch of a much larger collection. And nobody thought to record that they were Flash just in
the spreadsheet. So we have to go and click on them all and find the ones that don't work, which is a
lot of extra time. So some basic, basic information is useful.

Deblekha

That's  sometimes hard in the moment

Sarah

You don’t know

Deblekha

Because you're like, ‘Oh, well, I'm just using their contemporary format.’

Sarah

Exactly Flash is standard.

Sarah

And that's the thing with this work is you don't know. So I always recommend trying to capture one
fact about a major category like that, but you really don't know, and we just do the best we can. And
also, if this work is done once and then never looked at again, it can get very out of date. But there's
ways to kind of keep up a little bit without it being a big burden. So that's what I would do is sort of
come up with a standard framework for your stuff that was as streamlined as possible, that doesn't
prevent you from adding additional information where it's appropriate. So you might have a certain



project where you want to capture some other information about it. Maybe you were partnering
with other organizations or there's something about it that requires more description. You can
always add more.

Deblekha

You can always add columns.

Sarah

Yeah. But for your core set, you want to be pretty standardized. And also just making sure you don't
miss something important. So having a list at hand, for every video we upload, we really want to
make sure we've got the title, the description, the year, was it part of a project?  Just really core stuff
that's important for you. And then also for your internal system, some really basic stuff, like a good
file naming structure. So you can find it again and just enough description that when you're
searching your own systems for something, you can find those files when you need them.

Deblekha

So out of curiosity try not to laugh at me. What's the relationship between metadata and database?

Sarah

Oh, good question. That's a great question. So a spreadsheet is like one sheet, you know, an Excel
sheet. We all know what that looks like. So that's one sheet. A database is a whole bunch of those
sheets stacked up like a stack of papers.

And the interesting thing about that is that not only can you look on one sheet, but you can actually
get those sheets to work together and that's all it is. You're taking all of your information, chopping it
up into smaller spreadsheets and kind of stacking them in a pad. That's what you're doing.

Metadata is the stuff that's in each box of the spreadsheet, basically. Let's just say, for example, you
have an object that is a video. Then you might have a whole bunch of pieces of information about
that video, both the human generated ones, and then all the sort of technical ones that the software
stuck on there for you.

And so you might have one spreadsheet that is all the stuff that you wrote down about it, the title,
the description, all of that. You might have another sheet, imaginary spreadsheet that has all the
technical information and they're all in a database so that they're all associated with that one video.
Every little square is a piece of metadata. That's it.

Deblekha

Okay, cool.

Deblekha

I'm trying really hard to keep the enormous amounts of guilt I feel right now. Our database looks a lot
like my garden. There's a lot of weeds. There's a lot of untilled soil, a lot of gaps, beds not being used.
So

Sarah

Don't feel guilty about that because there's a couple of things. One is that this is work. It takes time
and effort. And it's not often the top of mind stuff. Also, not everybody loves this. I love this stuff. I
work in spreadsheets all day. I understand them. They make sense to me. That is not the case for
everybody. A lot of people open a list or a spreadsheet or a database or any kind of organizational
structure and just don't want to do it. They want to close it. It's clunky, it's not intuitive, and so it's



very easy for this to be both, not feel urgent because it's kind of the hidden work, but also really not
be fun or not be engaging. And so it's very common

Deblekha

right.

Sarah

To have a mess.

Deblekha

And yet I do feel a responsibility. I said a little bit about the organization I work with. But the
organization centers people whose stories have been pushed to the margins. And part of the
objective and part of the rationale is not only does it give people amazing experiences where they
get to work in community based settings with their peers to create stories. But part of it is also,
sharing those stories in the wider world so that people expand their sense of what the norm is and
reality, and develop empathy and understanding for the world from different vantage points. So I do
feel a kind of responsibility to be discoverable, findable for these stories to be findable.

I'm not gonna make all of our efforts focused on the value of it being totally based on how many
people view it. Like, I don't want to go so far that way, but I also do feel like there's beautiful,
emotional labour that gets poured into these pieces, that have the capacity to really trigger depth,
reflection, trigger aha moments for people. So I feel like I should, if I don't at least spend all my time
publishing it, I should at least get out of the way or do the basic things so that they can be
discovered. So,

Sarah

Yeah. No, that makes perfect sense. As long as you've gone through an exercise like this, of looking at
the  possibilities and how this stuff works. Then deciding, well, my goal here is, is to put some effort
into discoverability. That's really an important goal for me or for this organization. Then we can
streamline, you know, we can reject a lot of this nitty gritty stuff that you're not necessarily, you
know, caring about and focus. Okay. On. For all of our videos, we're going to put X amount of effort
into discoverability. It's actually not going to take that much time because, you know, we've learned
the 12 or whatever things that we need to do, and we can make this part of our practice. You kind of
have to go through this little weeds to get there, to know what you can reject from this practice and
what to adopt. But once you figured that out, it's actually, it can be not a lot of work. It can be very
manageable.

Deblekha

Okay. I kind of hear you and then I'm like, then I have a panic attack

Sarah

But we're still looking at the panic attack part of this. Right. Where were we?

Sarah

So what, what, what the goal is, is to find the pieces of this, that for your purposes are going to have
the most impact for the most manageable amount of sort of workflow and process time. Yeah.


