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Problems & Solutions 
Live Show on Genealogy TV (YouTube) 6-30-22 
To solve your genealogical problems or questions comes down to good research skills, 
planning, and paying attention to the details.  It’s in the details where you’ll find the most 
success in solving your family history mysteries. 

Genealogical Meandering 
I call it “Raking the Leaves,” 
which is really chasing the leafy 
record hints. Raking the leaves 
means you’re meandering 
around your tree chasing hints 
with no real purpose or focus. 
 
Keeping the leaves cleaned up 
on your tree is good, but it’s not 
everything... in fact far from it. 
There is so much more to find. 
 
No matter what platform you are 
on, researching the hints that the 
platform is providing is a great 
place to start because it is just the low hanging fruit. This raking of the leaves is not a targeted 
and methodical research method. Let’s get focused! 
 

Identify the Problem 
What is Your End Game? What do you want 
to know? 
 
Confirmation Bias 
Be Aware of Confirmation Bias. This is 
where you might try to make the evidence fit 
your hypothesis. You have an idea in mind, 
and you try to force fit the evidence.   
 
Instead, let the evidence speak for itself and 
you can draw your conclusions from it. Keep 
in mind all possible conclusions.   
 
A good genealogist will try to disprove a hypothesis as much as they do to prove it. 
 

Genealogical 
Meandering

Raking Leaves

https://www.youtube.com/c/GenealogyTV/videos?view=2&live_view=503
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Craft a Research Question 
Seriously… takes 30 seconds.   
Use “Who, What, Where, and When,” 
when crafting your research question 
because those are the elements you need 
to find the records.  
 
For example: Who were the parents of 
Joseph M. Vanhoy, who was born in 
Wilkes Co., North Carolina in 1867? 

After Raking the Leaves 
After you pulled in the potential records from the leafy hints, (you found the easy records) import them 
into your tree.  Then abstract the details into your Research Notes! 

Research Notes 

 
Transcribe and or Abstract  
Transcribe and or abstract the details from the records found and put them into Research Notes in 
chronological order.  I promise... this is an important step to solving research problems.   

I cheat and use the dictation button in Word to speak many of my notes, then I go back and 
clean up where the dictation was incorrect. It’s a big time-saver.  Is it perfect? Probably not. 
But just speaking or writing the details makes you pay attention 
to information you normally would skim over. 

Here is a 7-minute video I did on How to Transcribe and Abstract documents.  

https://youtu.be/_tJJuVhOy1k
https://youtu.be/_tJJuVhOy1k
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Plan 
Now the research begins! This is where you take the information you found and start crafting ideas of 
what to look for in new records the leafy hints didn’t provide.  This is the difference between 
“researching” and just “searching.”   

In my hunt, I took my research notes and highlighted in red the areas that prompted me to wonder if 
there were more records. From that I created a list of information found and then what to look for next.  

 

Work the Problem 
Combine Your Sources and New Facts 
Here I took the source found from the hints, pulled interesting details, and created a list of new 
facts found.   

 
From that, I then 
could create a list 
of new records to 
look for that 
might hold more 
information.  
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Card Catalog Searches 
Getting beyond the hints involves learning how to do Card Catalog searches.  Doing Card Catalog 
searches (in addition to searches from the ancestor’s profile) give a different set of results. Additionally, 
when searching the Card Catalog, you’re searching everything that platform has available. 

Get Outside the Box 
Once you have exhausted what you can find on the platform you are researching in, get outside that 
box. Go to other platforms that you’re not subscribed.  This doesn’t mean you have to pay for these 
services, most of them have free options.  You might not be able to see the record if it is behind the 
paywall, but you will know if something is there and, in some cases, see some of the detail, like what is 
found in an index.  Look on Ancestry, FamilySearch, MyHeritage, FindMyPast (European records), Find A 
Grave, Fold3 (military records), WikiTree, Geni, state or national archives, and Google search for others.  

Where to Look for Records 
Part of your plan is to figure out where the records are located. A quick resource is to look at the 
FamilySearch Wiki (you’ll need a free account).   
 
Drill into the location you are researching. Once there, you’ll likely see a list either on the left 
or right of the screen with categories or record sets you can search.  
 
In many cases, the wiki has a hyperlink to take you there.   
 
I recommend open each one in a new tab (using a right click). Then work the tabs and close 
each tab as you finish that research. 

 
 

https://www.familysearch.org/en/wiki/Main_Page
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Correlating Evidence 
This is what we call 
Correlating Evidence.  
 
You want to compare 
the records, names, 
dates, ages, and 
locations throughout 
the ancestor’s life.   
 
This will help you 
visualize the details, 
facts, relationships, 
locations, and piece 
together the lifespan of 
your ancestors. 
 
In the video, I showed 
the correlation of just 
census records, but 
you should correlate all evidence for a thorough review. 
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Weighing Evidence and Facts 
When reviewing the evidence, especially conflicting facts, think about the source. Is it a primary or 
secondar source?  Did the informant witness the fact/event?  How likely is it this person has it right?  
Census records, newspaper articles, and death certificates, for example, are considered a secondary 
information because is it likely the fact the informant is reporting about did not witness the event.  A 
birth certificate where the mother was the informant would be a primary source since she witnessed 
and participated in the event of her child’s birth. A death certificate is almost always a secondary source 
about the birth and parent facts contained within the death certificate. 

Also, was it an original or a copy of the original record. Indexes, marriage registries, etc., are often 
considered copies or derivative records because they are copied from the original source and could have 
transcription errors. 

 
 

What Now? 
In the process of research, you may find records that directly answer your research question. If 
so, fantastic.  
 
Additionally, you will likely trip across other records you didn’t expect to find. Again, fantastic, 
add those to your Research Notes as well. 
 
Lastly, you will likely discover that you need to go on location to the area your ancestor lived to 
do additional research at the county library, courthouse, cemetery, etc.  I suggest you pick up 
the phone and call these locations for advice, help, hours of operation, and trip details. 
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Conclusions 
Share your conclusions with family and friends.  If you tell your ancestors story (speaking it out loud), 
you will hear and see new facts you didn’t notice before. This too helps resolve some of your family 
history mysteries. 

When looking at each fact in your ancestors profile, ask yourself... How do I know that? What evidence 
supports that fact. 
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