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Melanie McComb, Genealogist

Taking Action: How to Create a 
Research Plan

Genealogy Boot Camp

10:00 a.m. Taking Action: How to Create a Research Plan

11:00 a.m. Family Ties: Using Extended Family to Circumnavigate a Brick Wall

12:00 p.m. Lunch Break

1:00 p.m. Broadening Your Scope: Employing Ancestral Associates in your Research

2:00 p.m.
Knowing the Neighbors: How Neighbors Can Help Solve Genealogical 
Mysteries

3:00 p.m. Break

3:15 p.m. Making Your Case and Drawing Conclusions

4:15 p.m. Extended Q&A and Discussion (Finish by 5 PM EST)

Friday, August 4: Breaking Down Brick Walls with Melanie McComb

What is a research 
plan?
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Research Plan
• A roadmap for research

• Statement or question that defines your research 
goal AND strategy outlining steps to achieve your 
research goal.

• Can be a formal statement or document but does 
not have to be. 

Why create a plan?
• Allows for focused, directed

research

• Removes the intimidation 
factor from “not knowing 
where to start” or “not 
knowing how to continue”

• Sets up good research habits 
and practices

Components of a Research Plan
A general goal/research question (What am I trying to 
find?)

Specific research objectives/research strategy (How am I 
going to find it?)

List of repositories (Where will I look?)

List of potential records and sources (Where will I look?)
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Finalizing the Steps
1. Organize
2. Define your objective
3. List records that will aid in your

research
4. Find the resources
5. Research
6. Analyze and make your conclusions

Step
Get Organized 

(or re-organized)

#1

Pick a Format (or two)
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Five Generation Chart

Research Logs

Research Log
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Research Plan Template

Annotated Research Log

Annotated Research Log Cont'd

Use the Notes column to identify where 
you need more specific research to 
effectively research an area, as well as any 
physical visits needed.

Each entry should have an objective on why you're reviewing 
that record. This will help keep you from falling down the 
"rabbit hole"
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Organizing your 
data

Pick one format and stick to it
• Family Group Sheets

• 5 Generation Charts

• Customized Spreadsheets

• Genealogical Software

• Database Software

Five Generation (or more) 
Chart
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Family Group Sheets

Genealogical Software
• Ancestral Quest 

(Windows)

• Brother’s Keeper 
(Windows)

• Family Tree Builder 
(Windows)

• Family Tree Maker 
(Windows and Mac)

• Heredis (Windows and 
Mac)

• iFamily (Mac)
• Legacy Family Tree 

(Windows)
• MacFamilyTree (Mac)
• Reunion (Mac)
• RootsMagic (Windows 

and Mac)
• AncesTREES

AmericanAncestors.org
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Using Spreadsheets
• Spreadsheets can be helpful with tracking multiple 

names and help you identify where there may be a 
relationship in common

• You can add as many columns as needed

• Recommend using color coding or bolding items 
that are significant to your research.

FAN Club Spreadsheet
Last 
Name

First 
Name

Event
Event 
Date

Event 
Relationship

Possible Relationship

Dunn John 1860 Census 1860
Household 
resident

Living with his uncle Thomas and 
his wife Catherine McMorrow

Dunn John Baptism 1848
Sponsor is 

Felix 
McMorrow

Felix's sister, Catherine is married 
to John's uncle, Thomas

Dunn
Mary 
Abby

Marriage to 
John Kelley

1876 Wife
Her husband may be related to 
Margaret Kelly, wife of Felix 

McMorrow

Step

Define Your 
Objective

#2
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Lots of Research Options

Define Your Goal
• What do I want to learn?

• Examine the information you have.

• What is missing?

• What individuals or families are the most
intriguing?

• What family stories have I heard/what legends 
have been passed down?

Examples of Genealogical Goals
• Birth date/place

• Marriage date/place

• Death date/place

• Maiden name

• Military service

• Education

• Parents’ names
• Parents’ places of birth
• Immigration year
• Naturalization status
• Siblings’ names
• Children’s names
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Tip
Focus on one goal at 

a time.

Typical Genealogical 
Questions

• Questions that center on identity, events, and 
relationships.
– Who were the parents of Charles Shaffer?
– When did Charles Schaffer and Prudence Holland 

marry?
– How many children did Charles and Prudence 

have?

What information is needed
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Tip
Work from the known 

to the unknown.

Records
• What is the earliest 

record that you have 
located for your ancestor?
– This will give you a 

starting point 

• What is the last record 
that you have located for
your ancestor? 
– This is not always the 

end of the trail

Use these Records to Create a 
timeline

b. ca. 1802 ‐
County Monaghan,
Ireland

1802

m. Catherine Clarkin
in Tydavnet, County
Monaghan, Ireland

14 Feb. 1828

Sons Owen, Peter, 
Michael, and 
Patrick born in 
County Monaghan, 
Ireland

1829–1833

Son 
Bernard baptized 
in Tydavnet, County 
Monaghan, Ireland

1836

immigrated to 
Prince Edward 
Island (PEI)

1839

Daughter Margaret 
baptized in Vernon 
River, PEI

29 Aug. 1841

Daughter Mary 
baptized in Vernon 
River, PEI

17 Mar. 1844
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Timeline Continued

Daughter Bridget 
baptized in Vernon 
River, PEI

1 Feb. 1847

Daughter Catherine 
baptized in Vernon 
River, PEI

11 June 1849

Daughter 
Bridget baptized in 
Vernon River, PEI

23 Oct. 1853

Purchased Lots 57 
and 58 on PEI from 
Earl of Selkirk

7 Apr. 1856

Purchased 
additional land in 
Lot 58

25 Sep. 1861

Enumerated in 1861 
Canada Census on 
Lot 58. Lived next to 
son Peter.

1861

Selected to be co‐
administrator of 
his brother‐in‐law 
Owen Clarkin's 
estate in PEI.

12 Feb. 1862

Tip
Create a summary of gaps in your 
timeline. This will help you identify 

where and when you need to 
continue research.

Timeline Gaps for 3x Great 
Grandfather Francis Dougherty
• No record found in Ireland before his marriage in 1828

• No record between 1866 land purchase and 1881 Census

• No U.S. census recording Francis residing in Kansas
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Components of a Research Plan
• A general goal/research question (What am I

trying to find?)

• Specific research objectives/research strategy
(How am I going to find it?)

• List of repositories (Where will I look?)

• List of potential records and sources (Where will I 
look?)

Components of a Research Plan
• A general goal/research question (What am I

trying to find?)
– Make this question effective and specific: identify a 

unique individual and identify what exactly you 
want to learn

Good Better

What are the origins of Eva 
Bodnar?

When and where in the Austria‐
Hungarian Empire was Eva 
Bodnar (ca. Mar. 1867, Austria ‐ 9 
Oct. 1948 Brooklyn, NY) born?

Components of a Research 
Plan

• Make this question effective and 
specific: identify a unique 
individual and identify what 
exactly you want to learn

Good Better

What was the maiden 
name of Isaac Morris’s 
wife Hannah?

What was the maiden 
name of Hannah, wife of 
Isaac Morris (b. 1751 in 
Bucks Co., PA and d. 1833, 
Columbiana Co., OH)?
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Components of a Research Plan
• A general goal/research question (What am I

trying to find?)

• Specific research objectives/research strategy
(How am I going to find it?)

• List of repositories (Where will I look?)

• List of potential records and sources (Where will I 
look?)

List records that will 
aid in your research

Types of Records
• Vital Records

• Church Records

• Census

• Cemetery Records

• Immigration Records

• Naturalization Records
• Land and Property

• Probate

• Taxation
• Military
• Newspapers
• Compiled 

genealogies
• Finding aids
• Local histories
• Family papers

. . .and more!
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Genealogical Information by 
Record Type

Information 
Needed

Search These Records First Then Search These Records

Age Census, Vital Records, Cemeteries Military Records, Taxation

Birth date and 
place

Vital Records Church Records, Census, Newspapers, Cemeteries, 
Published Genealogies

Country of foreign 
birth

Naturalization Records, Vital Records, Census Military Records, Obituaries, Newspapers

Death date and 
place

Vital Records, Probate Records, Cemeteries Obituaries, Newspapers, Church Records, Military 
Records, Published Genealogies

Foreign birth 
location

Vital Records, Naturalization and Immigration Records, 
Census

Newspapers, Church Records, Published Genealogies, 
Local Histories

Immigration date Census, Immigration and Naturalization Records Newspapers, Local Histories

Maiden name Vital Records, Newspapers Cemeteries, Church Records, Newspapers, Probate 
Records, Published Genealogies, Local Histories

Marriage date and 
place

Vital Records, Census, Newspapers, Church Records Cemeteries, Military Records, Probate Records, 
Naturalization Records, Land Records, Court Records

Parents’ names Vital Records, Census, Probate Records, Published 
Genealogies, Obituaries

Newspapers, Land Records, Court Records, Naturalization 
and Immigration Records, 

Places family has 
lived

Census, Land Records, Local Histories, Directories Military Records, Taxation, Obituaries

Record Type by Date (U.S.)
Record Type Creator Approximate Dates Comments

Census Federal, State 1790‐1950 (Federal) Varies by state

Vital Records State, Local Mid‐19th c. ‐ present Varies widely based on location, oldest records 
are from New England

Cemeteries Local 17th c. ‐ present

Military Records Federal, State 18th c. ‐ present

Taxation Local 18th c. ‐ present Access and availability varies by location

Immigration and Naturalization Federal, State, 
County

18th c. ‐ present Passenger lists generally begin mid‐19th c., 
naturalization recs. more complete beginning 
1906

Obituaries and Newspapers Local 18th c. ‐ present

Published Genealogies and Local Histories Local n/a

Church Records Local 17th c. ‐ present Access and availability varies by location

Land Records County (usually) 17th c. ‐ present Early records may be granted by state or federal 
government

Court Records, Probate Records County 17th c. ‐ present

Directories Local 18th c. ‐ present Urban areas, access and availability varies by 
location

Expanding your search
Neighbors of 

Neighbors

Associates of 
Associates

Neighbors and 
Associates

Family

Your 
Ancestor
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Set up your research log

Toggle 
Between Sheets

Almost unlimited sheets
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Find the Resources

“It’s All Online”
• There is a lot online—true

• However, it is NOT all online

• Many libraries with digitized offerings still have 
many resources that are not online

Exhaust All Online 
Resources
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"Go Shopping"
• This step involves "shopping" for 

the records that you want to 
review on your research plan

• The repository = the store

• Records = the items

• Keep in mind the cost involved 
with getting the records.
• Can you get them yourself or 

do you need to hire someone 
else to get them for you?

Know What to Expect
• Genealogical resources vary widely by

geographical location
– Applies to both access (privacy, online availability) 

and to what was created

• Research the town, county, and state where your 
ancestor lived
– Date of formation, previous names, boundary 

changes, land grants

• Research major boundary changes for countries 
outside the U.S.

Know What to Expect: 
Repositories

• State libraries and archives often hold copies of records such as vital
records, state census, and state land grants

• Town and city clerks often hold original copies of vital records

• County courthouses and county clerks often have court, land, probate, 
tax, and naturalization records

• Local and state libraries often have newspapers, published genealogies, 
and local histories

• Cemetery and church records are harder to track down – could be held
at a local or state library, historical society, other institution, or by the
creating/governing body

• NARA holds military records, immigration and naturalization, federal 
census records, and federal land grants
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Resources
• Red Book: American State, County, and Town Resources: 

https://wiki.rootsweb.com/wiki/index.php/Red_Book:_American_State,_Cou
nty,_and_Town_Sources

• County guides on FamilySearch Wiki: 
https://www.familysearch.org/en/wiki/Main_Page

• Atlas of Historical County Boundaries: https://digital.newberry.org/ahcb/

• Historical Atlases and Maps of U.S. and States: https://www.mapofus.org/

• CDC: Where to Write for Vital Records: 
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/w2w/index.htm

• U.S. State Census Table: https://familytreemagazine.com/records/census/state-
censuses-list/

• Vital Records Chart: https://www.familytreemagazine.com/wp-
content/uploads/2017/08/vitalrecords.pdf

http://library.nehgs.org/

familysearch.org/wiki
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familysearch.org/en/wiki/Ontario_County,_New_York_Genealogy

familysearch.org

familysearch.org/en/wiki/Ireland_Genealogy
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familysearch.org/learn/wiki/en/Germany_Handwriting

worldcat.org

eBooks
• https://www.hathitrust.org/

• https://books.google.com/

• https://archive.org/index.php

• https://openlibrary.org/

• https://books.familysearch.org

• http://library.si.edu/digital-library

61

62

63

Day 2, Session 1: Virtual Genealogical Skills Bootcamp

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



22

americanancestors.org/tools/research-guides

americanancestors.org/video-library

publications.newberry.org/ahcbp
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Newberry AHCB: Louisiana

Newberry AHCB: Louisiana

Know What to Expect: Regional 
Resources

• Because records and repositories vary widely based
on locality, it can help to consult a regional guide

• Rhonda R. McClure, ed., Genealogist’s Handbook
for New England Research (2021)

• Naomi Joshi, et. al., New York Family History 
Research Guide and Gazetteer (2017)

• Research guides and webinars online at
https://www.americanancestors.org/tools/research-
guides
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Add relevant records to your 
research log

How to Find 
Libraries and 

Archives to Visit

Dean Family of Taunton
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researchworks.oclc.org/archivegrid/

researchworks.oclc.org/archivegrid/

Add relevant records to your 
research log
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Research

Before you go . . . 
1. Check the opening hours, transportation, parking, hotel 

accommodations, meal options, access, etc.

2. Review and exhaust their online resources beforehand

3. Review their online catalog and create a research log specific to 
this research trip

4. Call ahead to request special collections that are housed off-site

5. Review rules and guidelines (ex: pencils, photography,
computer access, etc.)

6. Fees

7. Schedule a consultation

Update findings
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Make notes on your 
research log to 
indicate record 

reliability   

Rating System
• Original > Copy

• Individual reporting> Informant

• Record close to the event> Record far removed 
from date of the event

• Educated clerk> Uneducated clerk

• Reliable source>uncited source

Use colors to indicate 
record strength 
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Unreliable Possibly  Acceptable  Good Excellent

Return to your Research Log

Draw a Conclusion
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Know When to Stop
• Set Limits 

• Stay Organized 

• Trust Your Research

• Be Creative, Not Crazy

• Set Realistic Goals

Record Analysis
• Review what you’ve found – don’t just read, 

examine
– Does the record bring up new questions?
– How accurate is the record?
– How accurate is the source?

• Analyze sets of records

• Record the information you have

• Record the sources you used

Principles of Analysis
• Are you looking at an original or derivative source? 

• When was the record created, i.e. how soon after 
the event it is capturing?

• Who created the record? Who provided the 
information?

• Which information is primary (firsthand 
knowledge) and which is secondary (secondhand 
knowledge) ?

• What information do I need to capture for a citation?

85

86

87

Day 2, Session 1: Virtual Genealogical Skills Bootcamp

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



30

Research Plan Review
• Define your goal – come up with an effective and 

specific research question

• Know what to expect – familiarize yourself with 
what is available

• Find the resources - locate repositories and 
perform your research

• Record your work – keep track on a research log

• Analyze and summarize – review your work

Activity #1
Let’s Make a Plan

1900 US Federal Census, Reading, 
Mass.
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Objectives
• Obtain the birth record of Annie (_____) Ellis of

Reading, Massachusetts

• We know: 
– Born in Canada circa 1844
– First enumerated in the 1900 US Federal Census in 

Reading, Massachusetts.

Remember the Steps
1. Organize
2. Define your objective
3. List records that will aid in your

research
4. Find the resources
5. Research
6. Analyze and make your conclusions

Set up your research log
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Expanding your search
Neighbors of 

Neighbors

Associates of 
Associates

Neighbors and 
Associates

Family

Your 
Ancestor

F.A.N
• Family
– Who are the other family members listed with

Annie? 
– What records for the family members could help to

determine maiden name?
– Update your Research Log with these records.

What will help us find what we are looking for?
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Group Work Review

William Ellis Death Certificate, 
Reading, Mass., 1904

William Ellis

George Ellis Marriage, Reading, 
Mass., 1897

George Ellis
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Alfred Ellis Marriage, Reading, 
Mass. 1900

Alfred W. Ellis

Charles Ellis Marriage, Reading, 
Mass., 1908

Charles Edward Ellis

Update your research log
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QUESTIONS?

THANK YOU!
AmericanAncestors.org/Education

Copyright © 2023
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