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7 Things I Wish I Knew  
When I Started My Genealogy 

#1 Importing from Trees Properly 
One should not take it for granted that other member trees are accurate.  You don’t want to 
automatically import information from other trees just because there are 10 other members who have 
done the same thing.  They must be right if many other members have imported it, right?  Wrong!  
Please don’t import from other trees without verifying each ancestor for accuracy using records.  

It is easy to import people/ancestors from other trees (on Ancestry for example). In fact, I think it is too 
easy sometimes. Please don’t use the “Select All Trees” button when importing from other trees without 
drilling into the sources first. 

 

Sometimes... just sometimes, we use a strategy called a “Quick and Dirty Tree” where you do import 
information quickly when doing DNA descendancy research... just to find other DNA cousins in a specific 
branch of the family. That’s a whole strategy and conversation for another day. 

However, I take that one step further (in the proper direction) and will verify each person with at least 
one record, before importing them. Then after finding the living descendants, I seek in my DNA strategy, 
I will go back and verify those connections properly doing “reasonably exhaustive research” (a step in 
the proof process). 
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#2 Online Platforms 
What I didn’t have when I started were these online platforms.  They have evolved over time since the 
first began with the earliest platform Ancestry in 1982.  FamilySearch.org didn’t come online until 1999. 

Of the platforms I see used the most are Ancestry, FamilySearch, MyHeritage... and a fast-growing 
platform called WikiTree.   The top three platforms (Ancestry, FamilySearch, and MyHeritage) offer 
some crossover in records (typically governmental records like census). The top two (Ancestry and 
FamilySearch) have some unique records that are only found on their platforms. 

All these platforms offer free options, but for some, there is a paywall to access some records. 

 

Additionally, trees you build at Ancestry and MyHeritage are your own family tree, whereas at 
FamilySearch and WikiTree, they are a world collaborative tree on their platforms.  All have unique 
opportunities and should be used to hunt for clues.  You do not need to have a paid membership at all 
platforms, but you can search for clues if you have at least a free guest account. 

  

Online Platforms

Company Tree Building

Collaborative
Tree or 

Individual 
Tree

Records DNA Free?

Ancestry Yes Indiv idual Yes Yes No

FamilySearch Yes Collaborative Yes No Yes

MyHeritage Yes Indiv idual Yes Yes No

WikiTree Yes Collaborative Sources 
Only No Yes
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#3 Organization 
Staying organized is key to your research success. It will make your genealogy life much easier and 
happier when you’re on a mission to solve your next research question.  

When I started, I had real file 
folders with tons of papers, loose 
notes, notebooks, paper trees, 
family group sheets etc.   

Slowly, over the years I have 
worked, one branch at a time, to 
put all of it into my computer, on 
Ancestry, and I sync it with Family 
Tree Maker as an additional back 
up.  

As I research different lines, I pull 
the paper records, I check mark 
each detail/fact as add it to my 
trees and research notes, slowly 
getting it all digitized and 
organized.  It takes time, but every 
journey starts with the first step.  

  

Organizing

Collecting Documenting Sourcing Filing Retrieving

Records Analyzing Where Found Digitizing Research
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#4 Research Notes 
Need I say more?  I beat this drum a lot. If you 
want to solve problems in your tree, if you 
can’t find the records you seek, if you are 
stuck, if you want to prove your lineage, you 
need to keep good research notes in proper 
and chronological order to help you see the 
details and think through the problems. It is 
key to breaking down brick walls. Keep them 
in chronological order. 

Make the effort to reach out 
to family for information. 
Reach out to the local county 
libraries in the areas you are 
researching. Contact the state 
archives in the areas you are 
researching with your 
research question.   

When doing so, be specific 
with your question and keep 
it to one or two questions at a 
time. Don’t pepper them with 
a ton of questions, they will be overwhelmed and set your research questions aside for other priorities.  
One simple question might start a longer conversation.  

The question should be about Who, What, Where, and When. Make it easy for them to respond. 

Asking Others
Reaching Out... 
• To Family More Quickly
• Contacting Members 

• Ancestry
• FamilySearch
• Etc.

• Libraries
• State Archives

Presentation Title 14

Keeping Good 
Research Notes 

is the 
#1 Way to Resolve 

Genealogical Problems
Connie Knox
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#6 Finding Records 
So how do you go to figure out where 
to go for the records?   

FamilySearch Wiki 
My first stop is the FamilySearch Wiki.  
It is easy to navigate and often gets you 
the answers you need quickly. Pay 
attention to the side panels with 
hyperlinks to jump right to the subject 
for which you are looking. 

The great part about the FamilySearch 
Wiki is that they will tell you where the records are even if it is not their platform. They will also tell you 
if there is a fee involved to access them (like at Ancestry, for example). 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Cindi’s List 
Worth mentioning is another free resource is Cindi’s List. You should bookmark both pages for future 
reference. 

  

Find the 
Records

FamilySearch Wiki

What I Wish I Knew  When I Started M y Family Tree

https://www.familysearch.org/en/wiki/Main_Page
https://www.cyndislist.com/us/
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#7 Hidden Clues 
Okay... here is the big secret.  You will often find the hidden clues to your family history in the details of 
the documents.  

How to you find them?  By transcribing, word for word, the documents you have gathered.  Yes, that’s 
right, type it up. I know, it sounds like a lot, but if you are stuck, this is part of the solution.  

By learning to transcribe properly, then abstracting the information from your research notes, you will 
see the details you skimmed over before. You will suddenly start making connections to other ancestors 
and the relationships to the neighbors, witnesses, and community at large, in the documents that you 
never noticed before. 

 

Again, if you are stuck in your research, 
take all the documents you have for the 
ancestor and immediate family for the 
area of your tree you are stuck on, and 
transcribe the documents (with source 
citations), then abstract the information 
into your research notes.  Most likely it 
will give you new insight and new ideas 
of where to look next. 

Here is a short video on How to 
Transcribe and Abstract Documents.  

  

Hidden Clues

Document Details

Transcribing Documents 

Abstracts in Research Notes

Cover Sheet on Documents Found

https://youtu.be/_tJJuVhOy1k
https://youtu.be/_tJJuVhOy1k
https://youtu.be/_tJJuVhOy1k
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Bonus Tip Search Strategies 
This one I did learn early on (thanks to the genealogical society meetings I went to as a 
teenager), was...  
Work Backwards 
Not only are you working backwards generation after generation, but you are working backwards 
in each ancestor’s lifetime. Start with their death and work toward their birth.  
 
The reason we do this is because the death records will often have more recent and complete 
information about the ancestors’ life.  
 
Keep in mind that death records may not be accurate, but they often include the spouse and 
children who will become key in verifying earlier records.... again, as you work backward. 
 

 
Go Beyond the Hints 
Learn how to get beyond the leafy hints. Learn how to use the card catalog, get “outside the box” 
(the platform you are on) and research on other platforms for additional clues. 
 
Use DNA to help with your research.  This is a game-changer in helping you connect with other 
family members who may hold the keys that unlock the mystery box. 
 

Research Strategies

Family Correlation + 
F.A.N. Club Research

• Correlating Family
• Spouses
• Children
• Parents
• In-Laws

• F.A.N. Club Correlation
• Friends
• Associates
• Neighbors

Research + 
Record Finding Strategies
• Beyond the Hints
• Card Catalog to Find Records
• Getting Outside the Box
• Using DNA
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Genealogy TV Academy 
Learn the Skills Need to Take You Back Generation After Generation 
The Genealogy TV Academy is here to help. Learn the skills needed to help you get unstuck, get 
organized, and help you to create an accurate family history that you can share with your family and 
future generations.  Go here to learn more about the Genealogy TV Academy. 

 
 

 

DO YOU HAVE THE 
RESEARCH SKILLS 
TO BREAK DOWN 
BRICK WALLS?

GenealogyTV.org/Academy

Learn More

https://genealogytv.org/about-genealogy-tv-academy/
https://genealogytv.org/about-genealogy-tv-academy/
https://genealogytv.org/about-genealogy-tv-academy/
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