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Root Your Research in Strategies for Success

If you’re like me, there’s never enough research time for everything on your genealogy to-do list. The list grows longer, but research time seems to grow shorter. To make things worse, every genealogist recognizes that déjà vu moment when we’re deep in a microfilm or published index and we think, “Hey, I’ve already looked at this record.”

Effective researchers know that organization is the key to productivity.

Organize the Three Rs—Research, Results, and Records—to work smarter, not longer, so you can check off more items on your genealogy to-do list.

If your habit is to surf the Internet for your ancestors, print out your findings, and then set aside the paper to file “later,” decide right now to start replacing those old habits with new, simple habits that will make you a more effective family historian.

How to Get Started

You probably know where you need a little help to become a more productive genealogist, whether it’s developing a research plan, organizing paperwork, or cleaning up your computer. Jump right to the chapter that addresses your current roadblock and find ideas to help you become a more effective researcher today.

Chapter 1 Organize Your Research: Productive research begins with organized research methods. This chapter outlines effective research strategies with step-by-step ideas, case study examples, and helpful resource checklists.

Chapter 2 Organize Your Source Citations: Without proof, there is no truth. This chapter offers an overview of effective citation styles and helpful checklists for working with your archival materials.

Chapter 3 Organize Your Software Solutions: Technology can advance your genealogy research by saving time and effort. This chapter will help you discover useful services to fit your needs, both web-based and on your computer

Chapter 4 Organize and Discover Research Connections Online: Social media services, blogs, forums, and LIST-SERVs can help you find family and break down brick walls. Use the tips in this chapter to expand your genealogy research.


1

Organize Your Research

Your research plan is a lot like a genealogy GPS device—set your destination and then select your route. Following a plan is a lot faster than stumbling around unfamiliar territory seeing the same landmarks over and over. Determine what you want to discover and then select the best tools to help you reach your goal. Keep good records of where you’ve searched—the genealogical equal to storing an address in your GPS device—to avoid revisiting the same sources time after time.

Your research plan can be as simple or as detailed as necessary, but it doesn’t need to be complicated or time-consuming. The best research plans will save you time and steer you toward your goal with a minimum of distraction and fewer stops along the way.

Unfortunately, the term “research plan” can be a bit confusing. Just what is a research plan? Is it an overall strategy, a printed form used to state goals and objectives, a table of repositories to be consulted, a list of source groups and sources to be searched, or a log of research results?

In genealogy research, the term is used to mean both an overall strategy and a written course of action, although these are two very different tasks. No wonder it’s confusing.

This chapter will help you develop an effective research strategy with step-by-step guidelines and case study examples. Popular planning methods will also be introduced with helpful resource checklists to jump-start your research. Resources will direct you to forms, charts, and planning aids.

Strategy for Successful Research

Does this sound familiar? You sit down at your computer, or walk into a library, and decide to spend “a few minutes” searching (once again) for your most elusive ancestor. An hour later, you realize that you are revisiting sources you consulted in your last session. You’re not making any progress, again. Effective genealogists know that research success begins even before the first Internet query box is completed or the first reel of microfilm is loaded.

You have a research goal—to find your ancestor.

What you don’t have is a research strategy—a written, step-by-step proposal to achieve your goal.

An effective research strategy includes at least four major steps

1.  Set a goal.

•  Identify the problem, or goal.

•  Break down the goal into smaller, focused mini-goals.

2.  Decide what sources to search.

•  List record groups that may provide a solution.

•  List specific sources to search.

•  Locate repositories holding the sources you need.

3.  Search the source.

•  Note the results of your search, positive or negative.

•  Copy the raw information.

•  Record the source citation data.

4.  Analyze the information.

•  Evaluate the information.

•  Record your findings in your notes and database program.

•  Determine your next step.

5.  Repeat from step 1.

As you become more experienced with the research process, you may find these steps becoming almost automatic. One round of setting goals, determining likely sources, searching, analyzing, and recording information will lead smoothly to a second and third round of information gathering, analysis, and input. It is a cyclical process but should always be moving you forward. Let’s look at each step a bit further.




A Genealogy Research Plan is


	an overall research strategy and/or

	a written course of action for conducting a specific search







Step 1: Set a Goal

Remember that family archive you inherited from a loved one? Like any large project, the dozens of boxes, bags, and bins may have seemed overwhelming at first. Use the same tools that helped you organize your archive to help you gain control of your research. Begin with some hard thinking to set realistic goals. Your research goal is the big prize; mini-goals are milestones along the way that help you achieve your goal.

State Your Overall Research Goal. Identifying an ancestor’s parents, learning a marriage date, or unravelling a relationship are each big goals that become more do-able when viewed as the end result of a series of smaller tasks. Write down your overall research goal in a clear, direct statement. Include names, dates, and localities.

Identify Your Mini-Goals. Consider your time, energy, and other commitments to set realistic mini-goals that will help move you toward your destination. In the same way that you organize an archive box by box, think about your research goals as many steps toward an overall objective. Be realistic in determining how much (or how little) time you have available to spend in local repositories or surfing the Internet for answers. Always begin your search at home, then widen the scope to include other family members, local and online resources, and then resources more difficult to use.

What’s your destination, or your goal? What do you want to learn?

You may want to discover the identity of your paternal grandmother, but there may be several stops or even traffic detours before you arrive at your destination. Think of those stops as opportunities to collect more fuel for your journey—just as you have to refuel your car on a long trip. Any piece of information you verify or disprove will help you move closer to your final goal and keep you on course.

Start with the big goal, and then break it down into logical mini-goals. Each of these mini-goals can be the focus of one research plan.




Case study

My Search for Sam Chamblin

For years I have been trying to confirm or deny my grandmother’s story that her grandfather, Samuel Chamblin, was the son of Samuel and Caroline Chamblin of Springfield, Illinois. The 1850 census records show a son of a likely age, but his name is Charles. Are Samuel and Charles the same person?

My Goal: Determine the identity of Arline Allen Kinsel’s grandfather. Arline noted that her grandfather, Samuel Chamblin, died in 1889, in Kansas City, Missouri, at the age of forty-three. He was thought to be the son of Samuel and Caroline Chamblin of Springfield, Illinois.

Mini-Goal #1: Confirm death information for Samuel Chamblin [Jr].

Mini-Goal #2: Find birth information for Charles / Samuel [Jr] Chamblin.

Each mini-goal moves me closer to my ultimate goal, and with limited (and sporadic) research hours available for my search, completing a smaller mini-goal is a real boost in my overall sense of achievement. It may take several of these mini-goals to reach my final objective, but I feel like I am making progress when I complete each smaller mini-goal.





Step 2: Decide What Sources to Search

Spend some time thinking about the ancestor you are seeking in the context of his or her own time. Review local and state history for clues to activities or events that may have involved your ancestor. Children’s history books and textbooks provide a good overview for reference; check out your child’s school books for hints you can use in your search. This will give an idea of sources you should search.

Sources hold the information we seek, but the information can often be found in more than one source. For example, where should I look for the birth information I hope to find? I could start listing individual sources for likely birth information, but it’s more useful to do a little brainstorming and come up with a list of record groups, or source types, that may hold the information I need.

Use Checklists

Use record group checklists to help focus your search efforts. It will be most helpful to add those source groups that apply specifically to your ancestor. If you are looking for birth information, and know that your ancestor was orphaned or adopted, you will want to include Adoption Records and Delayed or Amended Birth Records in your initial list of potential sources. Use the comprehensive Records Checklist available at <www.familytreeuniversity.com/familykeepsakes>, to further identify potential record groups and sources for your search.

Don’t overlook military records for both male and female ancestors. Men were often required to register for service, although they may not have actually served in the armed forces. Women may have applied for pension, disability, or other benefits related to service by a husband, son, father, or brother.

Reference a timeline of military history for the United States to determine your ancestor’s possible involvement in wars or battles. One good online source is the United States Military Timeline available at <www.wvc.edu/library/research/gen/RBGenMil_timeline.html>. Refer to local history for references to skirmishes and lesser-known engagements. The Military Information Checklist at the end of this chapter provides an overview of United States military record groups that may include your ancestor. Check the Resources section in this chapter for links to helpful military timelines.

After determining the broad record groups that may hold the key to your puzzle, list potential sources and repositories likely to hold those records. Start with the most obvious and most available. Remember, copies of many of the records you need may have been given to your ancestor. Always begin your record search at home.




Case Study

Sources for Sam Chamblin’s Vital Records

As I identify sources to help me confirm the




	Reexamine notes left behind by my grandmother for clues.

	Search online databases and sources for vital records, census, military, and newspaper records.

	Order relevant microfilms for viewing.

	Write local resources for information.





	Search online databases and sources for vital records, census, military, and newspaper records.

	Order relevant microfilms for viewing.

	Write local resources for information.















	Is it true?

	Is the source reliable?

	Do other sources agree with this information?





















	research goal

	ancestor’s name, birth, and death dates

	ancestor’s locality

	repository to be searched, hours, address

	search date

	call numbers

	source title, author, date, page number, website, keywords

	reason for search

	search results (positive or negative)

	reference to notes page

	reference to photocopy or digital image
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