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What is genealogy? 
• Figuring	out	relationships	(especially	family	relationships)	among	individuals	
• Creating	and	telling	the	stories	about	the	people	we’re	interested	in	(family	history)	
• Using	oral	tradition	and	documents	to	provide	evidence	for	the	facts	we	share	

What motivates people to engage in genealogy? 
• An	interest	in	history	and	geography,	figuring	out	where	our	families	fit	
• The	need	to	have	a	medical	history	for	our	relatives	
• The	pleasure	in	solving	puzzles	and	doing	it	with	others	

Names 
• Changes	of	names	(and	no,	names	were	not	changed	at	Ellis	Island)	
• Spellings	may	have	been	altered	or	simplified	
• First	names	may	have	been	changed	to	better	fit	in	with	communities	
• Ancestors	may	have	gone	by	different	names	and	nicknames	

Places 
• May	have	changed	names,	especially	depending	on	the	local	language	
• May	no	longer	exist	(look	at	historical	maps)	

o Perry-Castañeda	Library	Map	Collection	(PCLMC)	from	the	University	of	Texas	at	Austin	
Libraries	at	guides.lib.utexas.com/maps	

o David	Rumsey	Map	Collection	at	davidrumsey.com	
• Borders	have	changed	over	time,	especially	in	Europe	
• Ancestors	may	have	provided	the	name	of	the	nearest	city	
• Use	the	U.S.	Board	on	Geographic	Names	to	locate	hard-to-find	places	at	usgs.gov/us-board-on-

geographic-names	

Dates 
• Different	calendars	–	Gregorian	and	Hebrew	(or	Jewish)	
• Hebrew	dates	may	appear	with	some	records	(such	as	gravestones)	

The research process 
• Define	your	goals	(why	are	you	researching,	what	family	branch	are	you	most	interested	in,	etc.)	
• Find	sources	that	will	be	helpful	
• Cite	what	you	find	
• Resolve	any	contradictions	
• Come	to	a	conclusion	and	record	it	

Get organized with software and binders/folders 
• Install	genealogy	software	to	keep	track	of	what	you	will	discover		

o Family	Tree	Maker	(familytreemaker.com)	
o Legacy	Family	Tree	(legacyfamilytree.com)	
o RootsMagic	(rootsmagic.com)	

• How	will	you	organize	papers	and	photos	(binders?	file	folders?)	
• Digitize	irreplaceable	documents;	store	originals	in	archival-safe	storage	containers	



Do a “literature review” 
• Find	published	sources	that	may	contain	information	on	ancestors:	family	and	local	histories;	

articles	in	genealogical/historical	journals,	magazines,	and	newsletters	
o WorldCat	(worldcat.org)	
o FamilySearch	Catalog	(familysearch.org/catalog-search)	
o PERSI	–	Periodical	Source	Index	(genealogycenter.info/persi)	

• Examine	and	evaluate	these	sources	before	adding	information	into	your	own	files	

Evaluate sources and information 
• Determine	whether	the	source	is	original	(written	in	its	original	form)	or	derivative	(copied	from	

another	source,	such	as	a	transcript,	an	abstract,	or	an	index)	
• Determine	whether	each	piece	of	information	in	the	source	is	primary	(created	at	or	near	the	time	

of	the	event,	usually	by	a	participant	or	an	eyewitness)	or	secondary	(created	by	someone	with	
second-hand	knowledge,	usually	at	a	time	or	place	removed	from	the	event)	

Start at home 
• People:	Interview	all	relatives,	especially	the	oldest	surviving	generation,	and	use	a	voice	recorder	

or	a	video	recorder	to	capture	each	interview	
• Documents:	Look	in	attics,	basements,	garages,	closets,	bookcases,	desks,	and	other	storage	spaces	

to	find	sources	of	genealogical	value	
• Photos	(front	and	back)	

	
Common sources of genealogical information 

• Vital	records	
o Birth	certificates	
o Marriage	certificates	
o Death	certificates	

• Newspaper	obituaries	
• Tombstones	
• Censuses	(national	and	state)	

o Information	details	vary	from	census	to	census	
• City	directories	
• Ship	passenger	lists	
• Naturalization	papers	
• Military	records	(such	as	draft	registration)	

Where to locate records 
• At	home	(yours	or	that	of	a	relative)	
• Websites	

o FamilySearch	(familysearch.org)	
o Ancestry	(ancestry.com).		Your	library	may	offer	Ancestry	Library	Edition	within	the	

library	branches.	
o MyHeritage	(myheritage.com).	Your	library	may	offer	MyHeritage	Library	Edition	that	can	

be	accessed	from	home	with	your	library	card	number.	
• Libraries	
• Archives	(national,	state,	university,	etc.)	
• Courthouses	
• Cemeteries	

	
© Andrew M. Smith. All rights reserved in all media. Publication, copying, electronic transmission, or reproduction of any part of this handout material is not 
permitted without advance written permission. 


