
Rhonda R. McClure, Senior Genealogist

Class 2: Organizing Your Files

Getting Organized: 
Research, Files, Findings
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Meet the instructor

Rhonda R. McClure
Senior Genealogist
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OVERVIEW
• Presentation (60 mins.)

• Q&A (30 mins.)

• Organizing All That Research
• Organizing All That Paper
• Organizing All Those Computer Files
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Voice of
Rhonda R. McClure
Genealogist
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Did you say 
organize?!?!
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Organizing in General

• Organizing All That Research

• Organizing All That Paper

• Organizing All Those Computer Files
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Organizing All That Research

• Research Logs (or research calendars)

• Preparing for Future Research 

• Keeping Track of Families
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Research Logs
• Date of research

• Repository

• Call number

• Description of source

• Comments or results

• Document number

• Misc. fields
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AmericanAncestors.org/downloads
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Research Log 
 
Ancestor's name 
 
 

Standerfer, Drew, Farmer 
Objectives 
 

Locate records on these families 

Locality 
 

IL, IA, NE, WA 
 

 
Date of 
Search 

Location/ 
Call number 

Description of source 
(Author, title, year, pages) 

Comments 
(Purpose of search, results, 

etc) 

Copies 
Made 

20 Mar 
2000 

FHL 
1941201 

Johnson County, Nebraska 
Marriage Records 
Box 1, fol. 1-6 1858-1883 

Located the marriage of 
Benjamin Standeford to Mary 
Holcomb, 14 Feb 1872 in 
Vesta, Johnson, Nebraska 

2 copies 

20 Mar 
2000 

FHL 
545921 

1870 Federal Census 
Wapello County, Iowa 

Extracted the family of Isaih 
STANDERFER found on p. 55 
in Center Twp. 

 

20 Mar 
2000 

FHL 
979.723 
V2b 

Births and Deaths of 
Stevens County, 
Washington 
1890-1907 

Searched for entry of 
Benjamin Standerfer who died 
in 1904 in Addy, Stevens Co., 
WA but did not find an entry 

 

20 Mar 
2000 

FHL 
979.723 
V2b 

Tombstone Inscriptions, 
Stevens County, 
Washington by Carrie 
Lartique and Belva 
Pederson (Spokane, WA: 
n.p., 1976)  

Located entry for Benjamin 
Standerfer on p. 88.  Copied all 
pages for Addy Cemetery 
where he is buried.  Also 
copied p. 43, listing of 
Highland & Calvary Cemetery 
with Standerfer entries 

6 copies 
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Research logs may also contain
• Time Period

• Jurisdiction

• Surnames

• Condition of Source

• How Source Searched

• Source Number

• LOC Number

• ISBN Number
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Preparing for Future Research
• Genealogical Software Programs

• Other Software Programs

• A Notebook
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Preparing for Future Research

Search the 1880, 1900, 1910, 
and 1920 census for Lucinda 
(LOCKE) MONROE, most 
likely in Moultrie County, 

Illinois.
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Preparing for Future Research
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Preparing for Future Research
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Preparing for Future Research
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Organizing All That 
Paper
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Organizing All That Paper

• Notebook System

• Note Card System

• Surname Folder System

• Family Folder System
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Notebook System
• The Notebook System relies on a few simple rules:
• Control the size of the paper (if using three-ring 

binders, then all the sheets would be 8.5 x 11).

• Separate sheets by surname so that currently unrelated 
individuals can be included.

• Within the surname sheets, separate by locality as this 
allows you to notice interaction between family units.

• Assign each page in the binder a page number.
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Example from:
William Dollarhide’s

Managing a Genealogical Project
(Published by GPC, Inc.)

Notebook
System
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Surname Folder System

Two options:

• Document Number: Consecutive numbering 
assigned as each new piece of evidence is 
located and added to the surname folder

• Locality/Page Number: Similar to the 
Notebook system wherein the surname, 
locality and consecutive number is used
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Surname/Type of Record
• Another way to organize by surname, as 

developed in Sharon Carmack’s Organizing 
Your Family History

• Note-Taking Form includes places for surname, 
type of record, publication information about the 
record, repository, and notes from the record
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Family Folder System
• Research Planning Sheet: 

– Provides spaces for specific information about a 
research problem

– Includes all information about the individual being 
searched and the source being used

– Allows the researcher to define the research problem 
and record the results of the search

• Research Inventory Sheet: 
– Used in family folders
– An index to the holdings of that folder
– Offers spaces for each document in the folder that 

reminds the researcher when, where, and what was 
searched
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Surname Folders
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Organizing with 
software
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Organizing on the Computer

• Organizing family stories

• Organizing with databases

• Organizing scanned images

• Organizing bookmarks and e-mail
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Organizing (and Preserving) Your 
Family Stories

• Processing Program: One of the most common 
ways to record and preserve family stories

• Genealogy software: Many programs have free-
form text windows to transcribe family stories. 
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• Allows you total creativity 
(as it is a blank page)

• Offers spell checker

• Offers many formatting 
options

• May make it difficult to 
locate the wanted story 
later on

• Allows you total creativity 
(as it is a blank page)

• Some offer a spell checker

• Few offer formatting 

• Easier to locate stories as 
they are attached to the 
given individual

Genealogy SoftwareWord Processor

Pros and Cons
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Organizing with Software
• database programs offer the ability to extract and record 

information from the census in a computerized format.

• genealogy database programs can be the best option as 
they allow the creation of documents for the different 
types of records, but yet keep it all together. 

– Check out Ancestor Detective’s Clooz™!

• notebook programs offer methods of recording your 
research in easy to search files that in which you can 
copy and paste things from the web, and keep track of 
questions or hypothesis.
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Census Spreadsheets
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Available from Ancestor Detective at www.clooz.com

Clooz
38
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GenSmarts
• Evaluates the data as it has been entered in your 

genealogy program.

• Offers suggestions of additional research avenues.

• May call your attention to research you 
overlooked or record sources you were unaware 
of.
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GenSmarts
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GenSmarts
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Research Ties
• An online organizational site devoted to 

genealogists

• Import your family tree

• Create research logs 

• Link digital documents to research items

• Available anywhere you can access the internet
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ResearchTies
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ResearchTies
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ResearchTies
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Notebook Software
• Notebook software is another general type of 

software that can be effective in genealogical 
research:
– Microsoft OneNote is part of Microsoft 365
– If you have Windows 10 then you already have 

OneNote
– Adobe Acrobat
– Goodreads 
– Notability (Apple only)
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Microsoft OneNote
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Adobe Acrobat

49

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center



Goodnotes (Mac)

Insert images
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Notability (Apple)

Insert full PDFs 
and build on 

them (p. 180 of 
229)
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Tip
A spiral bound 

notebook can be just as 
good.
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Page from a research notebook
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Page from a research notebook
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Organizing All Those 
Computer Files
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Organizing Scanned Images

• You must have an indexing or log system.

• Instead of saving to your computer’s hard drive, 
you may want to save to an alternative medium.

• Organization becomes paramount when saving 
these files so you can retrieve them at a later date.
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Your Log: What to Keep in Mind
 Be consistent

Come up with a system you will
stick with

Your log needs to supply you with enough 
information

You need to be able to find the appropriate 
disk/folder/file
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Your log should include:
 File name

Date of the file

Description of the file

 Individuals included

Document Number

Disk location

 Location of original
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Digitized Images Log
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Organizing files on computer
• Determine the primary focus of the images:
– Family documents
– Historical Subject
– Special Project

• If family related treat images like you would paper 
copies.

• Special projects may be done differently.
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Special Project
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Scanned images from repository
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Historical Subject
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Organizing files on the computer
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Special Projects

65

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center



Family Research
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Paper Files and Computer Files
• Consider adopting the same system you use with 

your paper files and create similar folders on the 
computer.

• Recommend that you have this system in place 
before you go on a research trip so you don’t have 
to rename any scanned images.

• At least name files so you can identify them when 
you come home.
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Surname Folders
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Scanning at a repository
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Digital folder of William James Ayer
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Tip
Save research logs in 

the family files or create 
a separate file
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Combining Paper and Digital
• Take digital photos of your paper files and put 

them in the appropriate computer folder.

• Rename the images of the documents from the 
paper folder to coincide with the index/inventory 
sheet in your paper files.

• Do this whenever you work on a family for which 
you have paper files.
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Digital Photos to be Renamed
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Digital folder for Guy Standerfer
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Paper and Digital
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Digital folder for Guy Standerfer
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Tip
Digitize your paper files 

and print your digital 
files.
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Organizing Bookmarks in Your 
Browser

• Use your browser’s “Favorites” or “Bookmarks” to 
organize sites you are likely to return to

• Create folders for surname, locality, history and 
genealogical societies or other important items

• Create subfolders for specific surnames or states

• Create subfolders for specific surnames or states
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Organizing Bookmarks
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Setting Up Bookmark Folders
Surnames: one folder for each surname you are 
currently researching

Localities: one folder for each state, and under each 
state, one folder for each county being researched

History: one folder for each historical event that is of 
interest

Special interest topics: one folder for each topic that 
is of interest to you
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Organizing Your Email

• Similar folders can be set up in your e-mail 
program

• Some e-mail programs allow you to “filter”  
incoming e-mail so it automatically goes into the 
right folder
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QUESTIONS?
Hire Research Services

research@nehgs.org

Chat with a Genealogist
AmericanAncestors.org/chat
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AmericanAncestors.org/getting-organized-research-files-findings-2022
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THANK YOU!
AmericanAncestors.org
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Copyright © 2022
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