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Chris Child, Senior Genealogist

DNA in Practice
Class 3: Determining Recent Parentage

Meet today’s presenter

Christopher C. Child
Senior Genealogist of the Newbury Street Press; 

Editor, Mayflower Descendant

OVERVIEW
• Presentation (60 mins.)

• Reasons for determining recent parentage
• What company to test
• Evaluating DNA autosomal statistics
• Helpful tools (WATO)
• Charting out matches in a tree
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Voice of
Chris C. Child
Senior Genealogist of the Newbury Street Press; 
Editor, Mayflower Descendant

Reasons for determining recent 
parentage

• Person knows adopted or has an unknown parent 
or grandparent

• As a result of taking a commercial DNA test, a 
person learns they are adopted, or an ancestor of 
record is not their genetic ancestor (unexpected 
results)

Types of Surprises
• “Colonial” Surprises (Y-DNA, mtDNA, xDNA)

• More recent surprises (atDNA, Y-DNA, mtDNA, 
xDNA)
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Reasons for Unexpected Results
• “misattributed parentage”
– Extramarital relationship
– Unknown adoption
– Use of sperm or egg donation
– Incorrect genealogical conclusions
– Mistaken assumptions of the match from 

an online tree
– Switched at birth, or later in life

• Less shared DNA, while the known kinship 
still works

Using DNA to find biological 
relatives

• Now often a “first resort”

• Not all answers may be available

• Sometimes you can only figure out half the 
solution or narrow it down to a few siblings or 
cousins

Types of DNA tests
• Y-DNA test (patrilineal line)

• mtDNA test (matrilineal line)

• X-DNA (contained with an autosomal test)

• Autosomal DNA test
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Usefulness of Y-DNA, mtDNA, 
X-DNA tests alone

• Truly a needle in a haystack

• Maybe used in conjunction 
with autosomal testing

• Rarely a solution from these 
tests alone

Autosomal tests (atDNA)
average amount of DNA from ancestors

Will DNA help?
• Are you or your parent the adoptee or person of 

unknown parentage?

• Were your ancestors living in the United States?

• Have several generations passed since the adoption 
or misattributed parentage?

• Did this occur in a country other than the U.S.? 

• It's always worth taking a test, but . . . there are no 
guarantees!
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Tip
If you or your parent has 

a misattributed 
parentage, test relatives 

on the “known” side

Finding the Adopted or Rumored 
Relative

• If you or a close relative gave a child up for adoption 
or lost relative, and you want to find them through 
DNA testing, this process may be more difficult

• There are fewer individuals whose results would 
help you find the adopted or lost child

• A person usually has more first and second cousins 
than descendants

• You won’t know until you test!

Expected DNA with cousins
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DNA Autosomal Statistics

Which company to take a test?
(as of October 2022)

• AncestryDNA – 21 million (most testers with 
trees and better searching capabilities) 

• 23andMe – 12.8 million (but also shows mtDNA
and Y-DNA haplogroups)

• MyHeritage – 6 million

• FamilyTreeDNA – 1.2 million

Taking a DNA test
• Most are saliva tests (can 

be difficult for some 
older individuals) 

• FamilyTreeDNA and 
MyHeritage are 
cheekswab tests

• 23andme offers a “child 
test” (although my five 
year could take it!)
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Uploading your “RawDNA” 
elsewhere

• GedMatch

• FamilyTreeDNA

• MyHeritage

Going through your 
results

Wicked Easy! 
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But remember …

Screenshot Everything! 
• All the numbers

• All the trees 

• Any identifying information

• This kit may not be 
managed by the person that 
took the test, it may be their 
spouse, child, parent, etc.

“Sleeping matches”
• People get this test based on the commercial

• Some people never look at their matches and 
never upload a tree

• Email messages go to spam

• Some matches are dead

• It can be possible to identify matches based on 
their screen name or other identifying 
information even no contact is established
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Do the ethnic 
amounts matter?

Chromosome Browser (23andme)

AncestryDNA Amounts
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Helpful Tools

Who is my father?

9 hypothesis
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One more relative

Now only four possibilities

QUESTIONS?
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Figuring out recent 
parentage with some 

known information

Amanda, born 1986
• Raised by a single mother

• Mother is not sure who biological father is, 
acknowledges relationships with two brothers –
Wesley and Curtis, as well as their father Curtis 
(Sr.)

• Wesley and Curtis Sr. have died

• Curtis, Jr. is living but will not take a DNA test

Going through the Trees of Shared Matches

• Find common ancestors 
between shared matches

• Chart out how they are 
related

• From close matches 
common ancestors, see if 
you relate do descendants 
of each of their siblings

• Identify them as a likely 
“ancestral couple”
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Close matches with family members of 
the two brothers’ mother

The Jackson Second Cousins
• If Wesley or Curtis, Jr. were Amanda’s father, the 

four other (non-Hughes) great-grandchildren 
would be Amanda’s second cousins

• Their numbers range from 178–454

• Second cousins average 233, and can range from 
46–515 [consistent]

• This would eliminate Curtis Hughes, Sr., as these 
are relatives via his wife

James and Julie
• James is either a half-

nephew (500–1446) or 
a first cousin once 
removed (141–851)

• Julie should be a first 
cousin, which averages 
874, ranging 553–1225
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Possible explanations?

• A maternal first cousin is Amanda’s father? 

Tip
Think of your biological 

heritage in terms of 
“halves,” “quadrants,” 

“eighths,” etc. 

Top Twelve Matches
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Look for people not related 
to your other matches

• Group A – 6 maternal first cousins 

• Group B – all paternal “first” or second cousins 

• Group C – Katie? 

What can 889cm be? 

Comparing Ethnicities
• Katie is 41% west 

African, 59% European

• Amanda has no west 
African DNA, and 
neither do any of her 
other close matches
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Julie’s number and Katie’s match
• Julie was too low to be 

a match at the first 
cousin level

• Julie and Katie both 
have to be paternal 
matches (and close 
ones), but they are not 
related to one another

Tip
Always consider the 

“half” kinship

Consider a person not the  child of 
their father of record
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Working with more distant kin

WATO

Strongest Hypothesis

49

50

51

Class 3: DNA in Practice

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



1/17/2023

18

Tip
You may find other close 
matches also looking for 

answers

Using Y, mt, and X with autosomal 
half-siblings

• Paternal half-sisters share a perfect X Chromosome half and have a 
different mtDNA

• Paternal half-brothers share a perfect Y Chromosome and have a different 
mtDNA

• Paternal half-siblings of different sexes would share some x chromosome 
and have a different mtDNA

• Maternal half-sisters share some x chromosome and have the same mtDNA

• Maternal half-brothers share some x chromosome and have the same 
mtDNA

• Maternal half-siblings of different sexes would share some x chromosome 
and have the same mtDNA

Going back to the X-Chromosome
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Half sisters (paternal)

John, Samantha, and Laura
• All raised by parents in different states from one 

another

• All born in New York City in the 1970s

• They learn from their parents that they were all 
conceived via artificial insemination. John, 
Samantha, and Laura all share the same biological 
father. 

Finding the biological father
• Testing with Ancestry, 23andme 

• Uploading onto GEDmatch, FamilyTreeDNA, 
MyHeritage

• John taking a Y-DNA test
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Tip
Increased generations 

=
Decreased “certainty”

Going Through the shared Matches
• Closest common matches are predicted to be third 

cousins

• Sorting out shared matches who match to other 
shared matches and those that don’t 

• Three regional areas: Iowa, Manitoba, Belgium

Putting the Families Together
• Matching a common Washington family several of 

the Iowa matches

• Matching a common McClellan family (recently 
from Ireland) also in Iowa, that does not match 
the Washingtons

• Finding a way the Washington and McClellan 
family link!
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Iowa Families All Together

Now Manitoba

And now Belgium!

61

62

63

Class 3: DNA in Practice

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



1/17/2023

22

Solution

Tip
Not every genetic 
relative is inclined 
toward a reunion

Reaching out to matches
• See if they are “active” on their account; if they are 

inactive, can you contact them another way?

• A match may be in touch with a biological parent; 
reaching out to the match may help or hinder 
your prospects of communicating with a 
biological parent

• Provide enough needed information and be 
specific on how they can help you

• There is no “one size fits all” response
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Son of an adopted “foundling”

• James’s father Richard was found in front of a 
police station in Boston in January 1902

• Richard dies in 1958

• No paper clues on biological heritage

• Richard’s only son James take a DNA test with 
Ancestry

Simpson family of Framingham, MA

Charting out the matches further
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Descendants of Jennifer’s first 
husband by his second marriage 

Question
• How can someone be closely related to a woman 

and related closely to family members of BOTH 
her husbands? 

The father is the mother’s 
step-father
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Tip
Do not assume to know the will of 

the genetic and natural parents 
and expect unusual circumstances

QUESTIONS?

Solving an adoption from 1914
• Jeff ’s grandmother was born 

in Kansas in 1914

• Adoption records identify 
mother, no father listed

• Grandmother deceased, but 
her son is still living

• Son takes test from Ancestry
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Identifying the matches

Group One – The Youngs (2)

Group Two – The Records (1)
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Group 3 – The Unknowns

Highest Match – no linked tree, 
but reasonable identifiers

The “Jackson” family of the 
Midwest
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J. Martin Jackson
• From a state bordering Kansas, 

hundreds of miles away

• Father died young, had one full 
sister, and three younger half 
brothers (too young to father 
children)

• Divorced, lived in El Dorado, 
KS from 1911 to 1918 where he 
met his second wife in 1917 
and returned to him home state 
by 1920

“clean” conclusion

More Case Studies!
• American Ancestors Magazine

• Vita Brevis blog

• The Genetic Genealogist

• Your Genetic Genealogist
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Review
1. DNA testing makes the most sense if 

you or a parent is adopted or you have 
an unknown parent or grandparent 
and the likely ancestry is within the 
United States

2. Generations further back and in other 
geographical areas are not impossible, 
but may require more patience

Review
1. Get your most senior generation to test
2. Test known parts of the family to rule 

matches out (if a second-generation 
adoption or more)

3. Try to have results in all DNA databases
4. Go through shared matches and sort 

possible ancestral couples
5. Patience, patience, patience

Final Thoughts
• Likelihood of finding biological family in the 

United States is much greater today based on the 
number tested participants

• Some people only learn they are adopted or have a 
misattributed parentage from these tests

• Finding a relative you knew that was given up for 
adoption can be more challenging 
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QUESTIONS?
Hire Research Services

research@nehgs.org

Chat with a Genealogist
AmericanAncestors.org/chat

AmericanAncestors.org/dna-practice-leveraging-dna-results-your-family-history-research

THANK YOU!
AmericanAncestors.org
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