Researching Family History

with Historical Records:
An Introduction
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Equips adult |earners, family historians, and
educators to research with historical records

Research cycle: question, source, evidence,
analysis, conclusion, new question

Rigor rests on citation, provenance, and
primary versus secondary information

Genealogical Proof Standard: exhaustive
research, citations, correlation, conflict
resolution, written conclusion

Takeaway: a repeatable method, not a list
of websites
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Starting with What You Know: |
Home Sources and Oral History =

@ Begin with living memory: interviews, family e
stories, and their reliability limits b

@ Home sources: photographs, letters, diaries,
Bibles, certificates, military papers, heirlooms

@ Open-ended questions, recorded lead-in
statements, consent and release forms

@ Ethics: informed consent first, right to withdraw,
care with sensitive topics !

@ Organize findings: research logs, family group
sheets, consistent file naming
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Essential Record Types and What They Reveal
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Vital records: civil registration of birth, marriage, death — strongest starting evidence

U.S. federal census every 10 years from 1790; released after 72 years V. &
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@ Parish registers: baptisms, marriages, burials, confirmations, membership lists - o
@ Supplementary: passenger lists, naturalization, military, land, probate, newspapers, directories |
@

Coverage varies: plan around what exists, and baptisms are not births




Archives and Libraries:
Access, Finding Aids, and Reading Rooms |

DISCOVER
Archives, libraries, and genealogical CONNECT
collections each organize holdings H

differently

Finding aid parts: summary, biographical
note, scope and content, restrictions,
container list

Use catalogs and finding aids to locate
boxes and folders before visiting

Reading room practice: register, follow
reproduction rules, handle documents
carefully

Finding Aid

Plan ahead: request materials in advance;
confirm what can be viewed remotely

Summary
Biographical note

Scope and content

N Restrictions

Container Jjst




EXPLORE

Navigating Digital Collections
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and Online Databases —

Commercial giants: Ancestry, MyHeritage, F
Findmypast — paid subscriptions

Free public access: FamilySearch, National *.__
Archives catalogs, Chronicling America, :
Find a Grave

)
Match platform strengths to record type i
and region; no single site covers everything
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Use surname variants, wildcards, place-based  { ?
browsing, and topic searches by

“No results” # “no record” — expect
indexing errors and closed records

Cost literacy: library-card access, free trials,
watch ‘free search’ sites that hide results
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Reading and Interpreting Historical Documents "

DOCUMENTS
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e Paleography: secretary hand (1500-1750) gave way to italic; long 's’ looks like 'f’
e Common abbreviations: ‘wch’ (which), 'ye' (the), 'do’ (ditto), ‘inst.” and "ult.’ for dates
@ Spelling was not standardized before the 1870s; names vary within the same document -
@ Recognize key words—birth, baptism, marriage, death—even in unfamiliar languages .

e Transcribe faithfully: keep original spellings, bracket supplied letters, log the evidence {\;/




Evaluating Evidence, Resolving Conflicts, and Documentation
S

@ Classify sources, information, and R 2 [ - . :
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@ Cite every source fully: original,

derivative, and online, so others can

retrace your steps Resolve conflicts with timelines

and a written rationale for

@ Write proof arguments that address setting evidence aside.
contradictory evidence and reach a :

reasoned conclusion e

Evidence Analysis Conclusion
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Ethics, Privacy, and

Sensitive Family Information:
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Get express consent before publishing | r
living people's age, address, occupation,

or genetic data

Inform relatives how their stories and
photographs will be used; respect
their conditions

Handle adoption, illegitimacy, wartime,
and medical information with discretion
and sensitivity

Respect copyright and repository
restrictions when reproducing
archival documents

State clearly when information is
deliberately withheld, so readers are
not misled
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Context and Migration:
Placing Ancestors in Local Histor
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@ Local laws, religion, and migration
shape which records exist

@ Gazetteers locate places, name
variants, and vanished communities

@ Historical maps reveal ancestral
addresses and shifting boundaries

@ Place names change with politics | =\
and language, moving records ;& :
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@ Combine family evidence with = Variantg.

context—don't infer from
geography alone
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Building a Research Plan and Breaking Through Brick Walls
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Define Prioritize Plan and Address
Sources Record Searches Brick Walls

Your Goal

@ For each planned
search, record
the source, target,
objective, and
surname variants

@ Prioritize sources
by likely payoff,
search difficulty,
access, and
reliability

@ Break brick walls:
revisit evidence,
research siblings
and neighbors,
go offline
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Modify
or Continue

@® Modify or
terminate the plan
when findings
demand it



' Organizing a Personal
* Archive and Preserving
Discoveries

F. Consistent file-naming system for
[ scans, transcripts, and research logs

Back up scans and recordings; record
metadata and store consent forms
securely

((

Search log: positive and negative
results, index versions, access dates
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Label notes as transcription,
abstraction, or analysis

Return original documents in the
condition and order found
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Sharing Findings Responsibly
with Family and Institutions

® Get consent before publishing
details about living people; share age,
address, and genetic data only as agreed

® Credit every contributor and source;
unattributed use of another's work
is plagiarism

® Deposit oral histories and papers
where preservation and access
restrictions are honored

@ Write proof summaries and arguments:
state the question, weigh evidence,
explain conclusions

@ Partner with genealogical societies,
libraries, and archives on access
and outreach



Common Pitfalls and How to Avoid Them
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Assuming an index is complete, or
a missing entry means a missing
event

Trusting compiled trees and
derivative sources without tracing
back to the original

confusing baptism with birth,
census date with event date

Reading facts without asking who
supplied them, when, and why
the record was created

Conflating people of the same name;

Dismissing contradictory evidence
instead of resolving and
documenting it

v

Original Record
(Shows a Different Detail)

Compiled Tree
(Taken at Face Value)
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Continuing the Journey:
Workshops, Societies, and Further Learning """

BELONG

® Join local family history societies, archive
education programs, and library workshops

e Build skills deliberately: paleography practice,
citation courses, structured methods training

@ \Volunteer for indexing and transcription
projects—they sharpen your reading skills too

@ Educators: adapt this five-step research cycle
for adult-learner workshops and outreach

® Final takeaway: question, source, evidence,
analysis, conclusion—the method transfers
to every new family line

Question fgrd

PEOPLE - PLACES - STORIES - ALWAYS WORTH FINDING




PersonWise.

PersonWise - Al digital-human course platform

Scan the code or click anywhere to watch this course live, with voice Q&A
personwise.ai/t/967882cd/public


https://personwise.ai/t/967882cd/public?entry_surface=public_courseware_pdf

