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Lessons Learned from 
One-on-One Genealogy Research
Not how to do your family history research 
but rather…

● Enhancing The Genealogical Reference 
Interview

● Cultivating the Genealogical Research 
Methodology in your patrons

● Understanding the Record’s Intent
● FamilySearch Research Wiki
● Local History
● Other Genealogy Research Institutions & 

BOOKS
● DNA as a Genealogy Research Tool



Enhancing the Genealogical 
Reference Interview
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● Going into this type of reference service may cause a bit of 
imposter syndrome; that feeling that you have to answer all 
these questions and that you have to know everything (and you 
don’t). 

● It’s okay to say, “I don’t know and we’ll find out together.”

● It’s okay to refer them somewhere else or hand them a book. 

● Having a cheat sheet for your community is really important (on 
your library’s website or as a hand-out), and we’ll talk more 
about this.

● You are starting from scratch. You don’t know what they are 
looking for. Make them slow down, start at the beginning. 

First off…



● The goal of the genealogical reference interview is to determine 
what your patron is looking for and direct them to the right 
resource, just like a normal reference interview.

● The goal is not to do the research for them.

● Sometimes it requires teaching them how to use a database or 
resources. Not every patron is technically savvy or digitally 
literate. 

● Sometimes it means referring them to somewhere else.

● Ultimately the goal is to be able to say - -

The Goal

 “So you’re looking for a _____. 
Then here is where you go.”



What are you 
interested in 
finding out?

You decide you’re going to sit down 
one-on-one with a patron to help them 

through their genealogy research and you 
get these responses to this question…



“I don’t know.”

Or worse…

“Don’t you have 
my tree?”



● Manage their expectations. This can be 
challenging…

You are going to have to be able to… 

YOU



Thanks, TV!



● Manage their expectations.
● This is a free service.
● This is not a TV show. This doesn’t happen in 

an hour and you only have an hour.
● You need to have the patron formulate their 

research goal. If for no other reason than to 
manage your time.

● Make them verbalize exactly what they are 
looking for. Examples:

● “I want to know where my ancestors came from 
in Europe.”

● “I want to know when my grandmother was 
born.”

● “I want to find a photo of my great-great 
grandfather.”

You are going to have to be able to… 

YOUR PATRON



● Not all of their goals will be attainable.

● Not all of their goals will be reasonable.

● BUT you must make them define the goal.

● Sometimes there just isn’t an answer to the 
question they have.

● Know that it’s harder to find the living.

You are going to have to be able to… 

YOUR PATRON



If possible find out in advance of the 
appointment what the patron’s research 
question is, i.e. what regions of the world 
their interested in, what time period, etc.

Our Advice:



Cultivating the Genealogical 
Research Methodology
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● To do any research, you need a starting point; 
some scrap of information to start with.

Common Mistakes… 

YOUR PATRON



“OK, so tell me what 
you know about 

person X.”

“Oh I don’t know 
anything.”

You ask:

They respond:



● Typically, patrons are ill-prepared to 
provide:

● Names of their relatives.

● Known Dates of birth, marriage, and death for 
family members.

● Locations where their relatives lived.

● You need a starting point.

● AGAIN, inform them in advance of the 
appointment that these details (if they have 
any) because it will help and in some 
instances it will be absolutely necessary.

Common Mistakes… 

YOUR PATRON



● Bust out a good, old-fashioned, paper pedigree chart

● misbach.org

● Free Downloadable, 
Rewritable pdf genealogy 
charts

Step 1 : When you sit down with them 



● Bust out a good, old-fashioned, paper pedigree chart

● misbach.org

● Free Downloadable, 
Rewritable pdf genealogy 
charts

● Patrons can even fill this out 
in advance of the 
appointment with the 
information that they know, 
or at least *think* they 
know

Step 1 : When you sit down with them

Patron

Dad

Mom



● Patrons tend to jump in at their grandparents 
or great grandparents.

Common Mistakes 

YOUR PATRON



Slow the patron down.
Always start from the patron (the known 
information) and move backwards one 

generation at a time, documenting as you go.

Our Advice:

Patron

Dad

Mom



Common Mistakes 

“It said so on 
Ancestry.”



● Patrons copy what they are seeing online 
from other novice researchers in 
undocumented family trees.

● OR they do not know the source the 
information came from. For example, they 
show you a screenshot on their phone.

● They need to validate the information in 
their tree with supportive documents. These 
can include census records, vital records, 
wills, etc. 

Common Mistakes 

“It said so on 
Ancestry.”



Common Mistakes 

“The document 
says so.”



● Patrons don’t understand why the record 
was created or by whom the information 
was provided.

● For example, a death certificate provides the 
deceased person’s parents’ names but the 
deceased person didn’t provide that 
information. Just because the document says 
so, doesn’t mean it is right.

● Also, if they are only looking at the index and 
not the actual certificate they can miss 
marginalia like this…

Common Mistakes 

“The document 
said so.”













    Could not ascertain Mother’s Maiden Name
                    August Henry



● Sometimes the informant doesn’t know the 
information requested of them for the 
record.

● People make mistakes.

Common Mistakes 

“The document 
said so.”



● Census records are notorious for errors.

● Think about the role the enumerator played; 
walking miles writing down thousands of 
names.

● These record details were typically provided 
by one member of the household who 
answered the enumerator’s question - or 
maybe it wasn’t even a member of the 
household but perhaps a neighbor or 
landlord.

● Aside from the 1940 Census, we don’t know 
who the informant was on most census 
records.

Common Mistakes 

“The document 
said so.”







?



?

The census form itself was filled in by 
the enumerator. It was absolutely 

NOT filled in by the hand of a 
member of the household!



Common Mistakes - Spelling 

“That’s not how it’s 
spelled.”

“They spelled the name 
wrong.”



Common Mistakes - Spelling 

“Their surname was 
changed at Ellis Island.”



● No name was ever changed at Ellis Island.

● It could have been changed before they got 
on the ship that brought them to Ellis Island.

● Spelling never counts.

● Spelling is a very modern notion that really 
took hold with the establishment of Social 
Security and a much more literate society.

● Civil servants spelled phonetically from 
foreign languages.

● Again, records were filled out by the civil 
servant.

Common Mistakes - Spelling

Spelling



● Patrons then draw the conclusion that those 
aren’t their people because of variations in 
spelling.

● OR variations in age.

Common Mistakes  - Spelling

Spelling



● Censuses were typically taken in April or 
June. Sometimes the person had already had 
their birthday, sometimes they hadn’t.

● That explains some of the age variations.

● Sometimes it was the informant’s error…or 
the enumerator’s.

● Vital Records, Certificates of Birth, Marriage, 
and Death (BMD), didn’t really come into 
existence until the mid- to late 1800s

● If your ancestor was born in the 1700s, there 
is likely no birth record. Perhaps there is a 
church register. Perhaps.

Common Mistakes - Age & Birthday

Age & Birthday



Understanding the Record’s 
Intent
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● The two most powerful genealogical resources are:

● Census

● Vital Records

Resources



● A census a systematic recording of information about a specific 
population.

● It is often a regularly occurring, typically every 10 years, official 
government count of the population of a country but they also 
exist for states, provinces, cities, and religious bodies.

● U.S. Federal Census is only available for 1790-1950, MINUS 1890.

● Census is a very important type of record to use in genealogy 
research because it shows a family set together.

● It also provides basic demographic information which can help 
you track down other records such as immigration records, vital 
records, and military records.

Census



“I need my grandfather’s 
death record.”

● Do they really need the document? 

○ Are there substitutions like, the SS Death Index, that will 
suffice

● Vital Records are Birth, Marriage, Death Certificates.

● They are primary sources to those life events.

● Does the patron know where the event took place?

● Because WE don’t have it.

Vital Records



● Vital Records are managed and maintained by the State (and 
NYC) where the event took place.

● Each municipality has privacy restrictions. 

● The municipality may regulate who can access the document

● …or how long the document must be on file before it becomes 
accessible to anyone other than next of kin.

● They may require ID.

● There is typically a fee associated.

● There can be long waiting periods to receive the document.

Vital Records



● The two most powerful genealogical resources are:

● Census

● Vital Records

● However, there are tons of different types of resources that 
provide genealogical detail. TONS!

Resources



“So you’re looking for a _____. Then here is where you go.”
Information Needed Search These Records First These Records Might Possibly Help

Age Census, Vital Records Cemeteries, Military Records

Birth date and place Vital Records, Census, Naturalization Cemeteries, Family Bibles , Newspapers

Country of foreign birth Naturalization, Vital Records, Census Military Records, Newspapers

Death date and place Vital Records, Cemeteries, Probate Records, 
Newspapers, Census MORTALITY 
SCHEDULES ONLY

Family Bible , Military Records

Foreign birth location Vital Records, Naturalization, Ship 
Manifests, Census

Published Genealogies, Newspapers

Immigration date Census, Naturalization, Ship Manifests Newspapers, Published Genealogies

Maiden name Vital Records, Newspapers, some ethnic 
groups in Ship Manifests

Naturalization, Cemeteries, Probate 
Records

Marriage date and place Vital Records, Census, Newspapers Military Records, Probate Records, 
Naturalization

Parents' names Vital Records, Census, Ship Manifests,  
Probate Records

Newspapers, Published Genealogies, Land 
Deeds

Places family has lived Census, Vital Records, Newspapers, 
Directories, Land Deeds

Military Records



● It is likely novice researchers will not understand why a record 
was created and thus think the record will yield details that 
were not of importance to the record creator.

● Example: A marriage record typically doesn’t have the bride or 
groom’s birthday but likely will state their ages. It is definitely 
not going to tell you when the groom died.

Resources



“So you’re looking for a _____. Then here is where you go.”
Information Needed Search These Records First These Records Might Possibly Help

Age Census, Vital Records Cemeteries, Military Records

Birth date and place Vital Records, Census, Naturalization Cemeteries, Family Bibles , Newspapers

Country of foreign birth Naturalization, Ship Manifests, Vital 
Records, Census

Military Records, Newspapers, Published 
Genealogies

Death date and place Vital Records, Cemeteries, Probate Records, 
Newspapers, Census MORTALITY  
SCHEDULES ONLY

Family Bible , Military Records

Immigration date Census, Naturalization, Ship Manifests Newspapers, Published Genealogies

Maiden name Vital Records, Newspapers, some ethnic  
groups in Ship Manifests

Naturalization, Cemeteries, Probate 
Records

Marriage date and place Vital Records, Census, Newspapers Military Records, Probate Records, 
Naturalization

Parents' names Vital Records, Census, Ship Manifests,  
Probate Records

Newspapers, Published Genealogies, Land 
Deeds

Places family has lived Census, Vital Records, Newspapers, 
Directories, Land Deeds

Military Records



“So you’re looking for a _____. Then here is where you go.”
Information Needed Search These Records First These Records Might Possibly Help

Age Census, Vital Records Cemeteries, Military Records

Birth date and place Vital Records, Census, Naturalization Cemeteries, Family Bibles , Newspapers

Country of foreign birth Naturalization, Ship Manifests, Vital 
Records, Census

Military Records, Newspapers, Published 
Genealogies

Death date and place Vital Records, Cemeteries, Probate Records, 
Newspapers, Census MORTALITY  
SCHEDULES ONLY

Family Bible , Military Records

Immigration date Census, Naturalization, Ship Manifests Newspapers, Published Genealogies

Maiden name Vital Records, Newspapers, some ethnic  
groups in Ship Manifests

Naturalization, Cemeteries, Probate 
Records

Marriage date and place Vital Records, Census, Newspapers Military Records, Probate Records, 
Naturalization

Parents' names Vital Records, Census, Ship Manifests,  
Probate Records

Newspapers, Published Genealogies, Land 
Deeds

Places family has lived Census, Vital Records, Newspapers, 
Directories, Land Deeds

Military Records

Census Mortality Schedules include 
information about all the people who 
died within the 12 months preceding 
the census taking. They exist for the 
1850, 1860, 1870, and 1880 censuses.



“So you’re looking for a _____. Then here is where you go.”
Information Needed Search These Records First These Records Might Possibly Help

Age Census, Vital Records Cemeteries, Military Records

Birth date and place Vital Records, Census, Naturalization Cemeteries, Family Bibles , Newspapers

Country of foreign birth Naturalization, Ship Manifests, Vital 
Records, Census

Military Records, Newspapers, Published 
Genealogies

Death date and place Vital Records, Cemeteries, Probate Records, 
Newspapers, Census MORTALITY  
SCHEDULES ONLY

Family Bible , Military Records

Immigration date Census, Naturalization, Ship Manifests Newspapers, Published Genealogies

Maiden name Vital Records, Newspapers, some ethnic  
groups in Ship Manifests

Naturalization, Cemeteries, Probate 
Records

Marriage date and place Vital Records, Census, Newspapers Military Records, Probate Records, 
Naturalization

Parents' names Vital Records, Census, Ship Manifests,  
Probate Records

Newspapers, Published Genealogies, Land 
Deeds

Places family has lived Census, Vital Records, Newspapers, 
Directories, Land Deeds

Military Records

Ship Manifests vary wildly in the 
amount of information they collected 
over time. Women from some ethnic 
groups used their maiden names, i.e. 

Italian women.



“So you’re looking for a _____. Then here is where you go.”
Information Needed Search These Records First These Records Might Possibly Help

Age Census, Vital Records Cemeteries, Military Records

Birth date and place Vital Records, Census, Naturalization Cemeteries, Family Bibles , Newspapers

Country of foreign birth Naturalization, Ship Manifests, Vital 
Records, Census

Military Records, Newspapers, Published 
Genealogies

Death date and place Vital Records, Cemeteries, Probate Records, 
Newspapers, Census MORTALITY  
SCHEDULES ONLY

Family Bible , Military Records

Immigration date Census, Naturalization, Ship Manifests Newspapers, Published Genealogies

Maiden name Vital Records, Newspapers, some ethnic  
groups in Ship Manifests

Naturalization, Cemeteries, Probate 
Records

Marriage date and place Vital Records, Census, Newspapers Military Records, Probate Records, 
Naturalization

Parents' names Vital Records, Census, Ship Manifests,  
Probate Records

Newspapers, Published Genealogies, Land 
Deeds

Places family has lived Census, Vital Records, Newspapers, 
Directories, Land Deeds

Military Records

In some time periods passengers were 
asked who they were leaving in their 
country of origin and who they were 

going to in the U.S. Typically these 
were relatives which sometimes 

included a parent.



Common Mistakes - Record Availability

“Everything is 
online.”

“I’ve already looked on 
Ancestry.com.”



● Not everything is online.

● You know the time that goes into digitizing 
and indexing. Everything couldn’t possibly 
be online.

● Researchers still need to seek answers in 
libraries, archives, historical societies, and 
cemeteries. Like in the olden days, 
pre-Internet.

● There is so much more than just what is on 
Ancestry.

Common Mistakes 

YOUR PATRON



● General lack of digital information literacy.

● Patrons sometimes do not know how to 
download a record.

● Or how to Email agencies.

● Sometimes they don’t understand the 
difference between the index information 
and the actual record.

Digital Literacy

YOUR PATRON



FamilySearch Research Wiki
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● There are many, many genealogical databases beyond Ancestry.

● Each contain something unique.

● Sometimes the company has done their own, independent 
indexing which means you could search on Ancestry and not 
find what you are looking for, do that same search on 
FamilySearch, and find it.

Databases



Database Free /
Subscription

Ancestry.com $

Archives.com $

FamilySearch.org FREE

FindMyPast.com $

Fold3.com $

GenealogyBank.com $

MyHeritage.com $

Newspapers.com $

Database Free /
Subscription

Brooklyn Daily Eagle FREE

Chronicling America FREE

FindAGrave FREE

Fulton History FREE

Google Books FREE

Google News FREE

New York City Historical Vital 
Records

FREE

New York Historic Newspapers FREE

Newspaper Archive $



Database Free /
Subscription

Ancestry.com $

Archives.com $

FamilySearch.org FREE

FindMyPast.com $

Fold3.com $

GenealogyBank.com $

MyHeritage.com $

Newspapers.com $

Database Free /
Subscription

Brooklyn Daily Eagle FREE

Chronicling America FREE

FindAGrave FREE

Fulton History FREE

Google Books FREE

Google News FREE

New York City Historical Vital 
Records

FREE

New York Historic Newspapers FREE

Newspaper Archive $



● This is a free web-based database produced by the Church of 
Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints. 

● LDS has the largest genealogy library in the world.

● FamilySearch has content that Ancestry does not have but it is 
not as user-friendly.

● Provides billions of records from all over the world for FREE.

● Includes FREE, expert, phone support 24 hours / day, 7 days / 
week...for FREE.

● They have nearly 5,000 research centers, known as Family 
History Centers, around the world that anyone can use for FREE.

FamilySearch.org



● Different levels of access (still FREE)

● Home, Affiliate library, Family History Center 

● Affiliate libraries have access to digital collections that might 
otherwise be accessible only through a FHC

● Just need to be physically inside of the affiliate library, you can 
use your own device and login information 

FamilySearch.org



Terryville:  372 Terryville Road, Port Jefferson Station, NY 11776

⧫ Phone: (631) 642-2096

Lynbrook:  10 Peninsula Boulevard, Lynbrook, NY 11563

⧫ Phone: (516) 599-8079

Plainview:  160 Washington Avenue, Plainview, NY 11803

⧫ Phone: (516) 433-0122

Queens:  40-24 62nd Street, Woodside, NY 11377

⧫ Phone: (718) 478-5337

FamilySearch Centers Near Us



Searching in FamilySearch & the Wiki



Searching in FamilySearch & the Wiki



Searching in FamilySearch & the Wiki



Searching in FamilySearch & the Wiki



Searching in FamilySearch & the Wiki



Searching in FamilySearch & the Wiki



Searching in FamilySearch & the Wiki



Searching in FamilySearch & the Wiki













● FamilySearch will have great information about researching in 
any region of the world.

● BUT YOU have great information about your area in your own 
library and community.

FamilySearch.org



Local History
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● ADVICE: Create your own Wiki-like cheat 
sheet about your community’s records

● You need to know:

○ Where the local vital records are and the time period 
they cover

○ The kinds of records are held by your town/county 
AND how do you access them

○ If your community has a cemetery 
○ Do you have printed Cemetery Inventories?
○ Is it on FindAGrave?

○ If your community has a Historical Society AND 
what they have in their collection

○ What churches were/are in the community AND how 
to contact them

You need to know… 

YOU



Other Genealogy Research 
Institutions & BOOKS
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● Direct your patrons to the right resource, 
even if it is a resource you don’t own.

● Find out on a case-by-case basis, who holds 
the resources your patron needs and send 
them there in-person, by phone, or via email.

● Build a collection that supports your 
stakeholders’ research.

You need to … 

YOU



● New York Public Library - Milstein Division of U.S. History, Local 
History, & Genealogy

● New York City Municipal Archives

● New York State Library & Archives

● New York Genealogical & Biographical Society

● Brooklyn Historical Society / Center for Brooklyn History

● Ackman and Ziff Family Genealogy Institute at the Center for 
Jewish History

New York Research Institutions



Essential General 
Reference Books



● Third edition, 2004
● American records
● Organized by state for all

50 states and all territories.
● Presents the holdings for records in 

every county in the U.S.
● Includes maps
● Outlines the availability of census 

records; federal, state, and territorial.
● Covers the different questions that 

were asked at different times by 
census takers.

● Location of vital records including 
retention schedules, repositories, and 
how to access them.

85



● Third edition, 2006
● American genealogy
● Guidebook
● Describes: 

○ Process and methodology
○ Types of records and resources 

commonly consulted (and some 
more obscure sources)

○ Cultural groups 
(African-American, Jewish, 
Native American, etc.)

○ Family Associations
○ Genealogical Societies
○ Lineage Organizations
○ National and State Archives
○ LDS FHCs



New York Research 
Specific





Resource Specific









Ethnic Group Specific





How-to Books





DNA as a Genealogical 
Research Tool
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● Just like with medical and legal matters, 
you do not have to dabble in anyone’s 
DNA results. 

● You need to have resources to help them 
understand their DNA matches.

DNA

YOU



● Connecting with distant cousins through DNA 
matching can often yield access to family 
owned resources like a family bible, photos, etc.

● Researchers need to consider that although 
they may be the keyholder of their family’s 
history, they may not be directly descended 
from the previous family historian; perhaps 
some other family line has inherited the family 
stories, photos, bible, etc. These are the people 
you want to connect with and you might be 
able to find them through a DNA match.

DNA

YOU





The Lessons We’ve Learned

Summary 
& Advice



Inform your patron in advance of 
the appointment that they will 

need a research goal.

1



It will help if the patron has 
names, dates, and locations of 

family members.

2



Give them a blank pedigree 
chart. (misbach.org)

3



There is more than just Ancestry.

4



Patrons don’t know what they 
are looking at or what is 

available.

5



Know what you have in your 
library.

6



As always, build a collection that 
supports your users’ needs.

7



Know your local history and 
what information sources you 

have in your community.

8



It is okay to direct them to a 
book or another research 

institution.

9



CREDITS:  This presentation template was 
created by Slidesgo , including icons by 

Flaticon , and infographics & images by Freepik

Thanks!
Does anyone have any questions?

jbrown@pmlib.org 
631-654-4700 

earleal@farmingdale.edu
934-420-2205

http://bit.ly/2Tynxth
http://bit.ly/2TyoMsr
http://bit.ly/2TtBDfr
mailto:earleal@farmingdale.edu

