Genealogy Boot Camp

Session 3: Analyzing Information and Evidence
Hallie Kirchner, Genealogist, hallie.kirchner@nehgs.org
Evaluating a Record

Analysis involves engaging the brain when you look at a source and a record. Examine the record, don’t
just read it. First, evaluate the Source (from Session 2):

e Original: first recorded form.
e Derivative: from something already written or spoken.

e Authored: compiled.
Next, evaluate the Record itself (remember, there are multiple records in a single source):

e What is the purpose of the record? Who created it?

e [sthe record legible?

e [sany information missing?
o Isthe document ripped, torn, wrinkled, etc.?
o Do Ihave all the pages?

o Is the digital image complete?
Finally, evaluate the Information in the record:

e What genealogical information is present?
e How much time passed between the event and its recording?
e  Who was the informant? A participant? Someone else?
e  Which pieces of information represent:
o Primary information: the informant had first-hand knowledge.

o Secondary information: the informant had secondhand knowledge.

How long after the event was the record created? You are attempting to determine whether any recall

mistakes could have affected the documentation. Records created soon after an event are to be preferred
over records written down long after the event.

Who provided the information for the record? A participant in the event? Someone else? Here you are

attempting to figure out how likely is it that the information in the record is accurate. A participant in an
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event is more likely to have accurate information, although keep in mind that each participant may have a
different view of the event.

Which information in the record is primary (first-hand)? And which information is secondary (second-

hand). A single record potentially has many pieces of genealogical information. A death certificate is the
classic example of a document with multiple pieces of genealogical information, some of which are first-
hand or primary knowledge (e.g. date of death, place of birth) while some pieces of information are
secondary (e.g. date of birth).

Evaluating the Evidence

Information is the content within a record—the raw data or factual statements presented. Evidence refers
to the interpretation of information within a record. It may support, directly or indirectly, a conclusion or
answer a question. Genealogists often use multiple pieces of information from multiple records to provide
evidence for any given conclusion.

Direct evidence directly answers a research question. Indirect evidence requires additional pieces of
information. The nature of the evidence is always tied to the question being asked. Evidence is not
intrinsically direct or indirect; it depends on the question. Evidence can be direct but incorrect (e.g. an
incorrectly recorded mother’s maiden name on a death certificate). Negative evidence is the lack of
information or “ silence” in a record about our research question.
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Examples of Record and Evidence Analysis

Example 1 - Death Certificate
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Question

Answer

1. Isthe Source original, derivative or

authored?

Original

2. How long after the event was the

Record created?

Several dates appear on the record. The specific date is not important. What
is important is that the record was created shortly after death.

3. Who was the informant? Did the
informant have first-hand
knowledge?

The informant was the deceased’s daughter-in-law. The deceased had lived
with her son and daughter-in-law for 15 years prior to her death. The
informant had first-hand knowledge for much about the deceased

EA American Ancestors

by NEw ENGLAND HISTORIC GENEALOGICAL SOCIETY




Question

Answer

4. Which pieces of genealogical
information on the record are

primary and which are secondary?

Place of death and name of spouse are examples of primary information.

Birth Date and places and parents are examples of secondary information.

5. Which pieces of evidence directly

answer which questions?

Birth date: Direct (although keep in mind the informant wasn’t present at the
deceased’s birth)

Parents: Direct

Birthplace and birthplace of parents: Indirect - the information is
incomplete

Example 2: Draft Registration Card
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Question Answer

1. Is the Source original, derivative or authored? Original
2. How long after the event was the Record created? Simultaneously
3. Who was the informant? Did the informant have Babe Ruth. Yes, the informant knew himself

first-hand knowledge?

4. Which pieces of genealogical information on the All information is primary as it asks questions about the
record are primary and which are secondary? informant.

5. Which pieces of evidence directly answer which Direct: Name, date and place of birth, occupation.
questions?

Indirect: If you were trying to answer the question where
Babe Ruth’s parents had lived 23 years ago, then the Babe
Ruth’s birthplace provides indirect evidence.

Example 3: U.S. Federal Census
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Question

Answer

1. Isthe Source original, derivative or authored?

Original

2. How long after the event was the Record

created?

June 1900. It was simultaneous for the purpose it
was being created — a count of citizens of the
United States. However, it was up to 70 years
after some of the informant’s birth and 50 years
after arrival in this county. Memory could be an
issue.

3. Who was the informant? Did the informant

have first-hand knowledge?

Don’t know. Have to hope it was a member of the
household.

4. Which pieces of genealogical information on
the record are primary and which are

secondary?

Can’t assume its primary because you don’t know
the informant was. Could have been a neighbor as
allowed by census data collection protocols. This
is a case of neither primary nor secondary, but
unknown information.

5. Which pieces of evidence directly answer

which questions?

Direct: birth year, year of arrival

Indirect: year of naturalization — between 1859
and 1900.
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Example 4 - Published Genealogy

GENEALOGY
of the

Whittlesey-Whittelsey
F amily

By Charles Barngy Whittelsey

No. 1945
Seconn Eprrioy 1g41

New York  WHITTLESEY HOUSE London

MEGRAW-NILL HOOK COMPANY, INC.

128 WHITTLESEY GENEALOGY.

312a Manry ANN.
3126 Jomun, b. Mar. g, 1785,
3120 1.L1amM, b. April 5, 1787,

313. DOLLY COGSWELL (Anna'™, Eliphalet”, Elipha-
let’, John'), b. May 22, 1767; m. Stephen Branch; she died
July 20, 1802. They resided near Bennington, Vt.

Their children were :
313¢ DorLy.

3136 CLARISSA.
313¢ STEPHEN.
MEMORANDA.

In 18co Mrs, Anna é\\"hittlescy) Cogswell, her éDolly's) mother,
and John Cogswell, made a journey of one hundred miles on horse-
back, to visit Mrs. Branch in her Vermont home. [Cogswell
Genealogy.]

314. WILLIAM COGSWELL (Anna™, Eliphalet”, Eli-
phalet’, John'), b. July 23, 1769; m. Amaryllis Johnson (a sister
of his brother Roger's wife), b. Feb. 20, 1765, in Salisbury,
Conn. They resided at New Preston, Conn. Col. Cogswell d.
Aug. 28, 1823; Mrs. C, d. Mar. 14, 1826,

Their children were :

i Mary AnN, b. Jan. 6, 1792; m. Sept. 132, 1816, John Milton Holley.

ii  AmarvyLis, b, Sept. 24, 1993; m. Mar. 23, 1818, Chauncey Perry.
iii Rurn, b. Aug. 24, 1795; m. Oct. 8, 1828, Dr. Jethro Hatch.
iv Sarau Jouwnson, b. Sept. 26, 1797; m. Sept. 15, 1818, Luman Whittle-

sey, No. 633,
v Wlu.slul]"lolmsuﬂ, b. Nov. 4, 1799; m. June 12, 1839, Alma Canfield
terling.
vi THEODORE gt'.Dr‘_leK‘ b. April 27, 1801; m. Oct. 19, 1826, Mary Morcia
Maria Gregory.

vii Ewriza, b, May 1, 1803; m. Jan, 12, 1829, William H. Downes.
wiii g‘m‘m Maria, b. Feb. 16, 1805; m. 1824, Romanta Seymour.
ix Fawnny Amican, b. Feb. 16, 1809; m, Oct. 8, 1828, Dr. Mark Pratt.

Question

Answer

1. Isthe Source original, derivative or authored?

Authored

2. How long after the event was the Record for

William Cogswell created?

Publication dates is not the same as when an individual record
was created. Ina compiled genealogy, the author typically
engaged in months of correspondence with family members.
Often the correspondence has not survived so we don’t know
when a particular letter supplied the information about William
Cogswell.

3. Who was the informant for information about

William Cogswell? Did the informant have first-

Author is not the same as the informant. Don’t know who the
informant was.

hand knowledge?

4. Which pieces of genealogical information on the All secondary
record are primary and which are secondary?

5. Which pieces of evidence directly answer which Direct

questions?

e Birth - 23 July 1769
e Wife - Amaryllis Johnson
e Death date - 28 Aug 1823
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Question

Answer

Indirect

Place of death. The author states they resided at New
Preston, Connecticut but doesn’t tell us where he died.

Probably, New Preston, but the books doesn’t say that
directly.

Example 5 - Immigration
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Question

Answer

Is the Source original, derivative or authored?

Original

have first-hand knowledge?

2. How long after the event was the Record Manifests were typically filled out at the port of
created? departure and the information transferred to the
arrival ports forms. So, the time lapse is the time it
took to cross the ocean.
3. Who was the informant? Did the informant The passenger provides the information on the

passenger lists.
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Question Answer

4. Which pieces of genealogical information on | All primary.
the record are primary and which are

secondary?

5.  Which pieces of evidence directly answer Direct: names, ages, occupation, date of arrival

which questions?

Indirect: Since age is given, one can estimate the
year of birth as 1827.

Summing Up

Writing a proof or research summary is necessary in some situations (e.g. some lineage society
applications) and in some instances merely puts the researcher’s mind at rest that an exhaustive search has
been performed and conclusions accurately drawn. Putting your research, analysis, and evidence into
narrative form can make it clear whether or not a research question has truly been answered.

First, clearly state the question you are trying to answer. Next, assemble the evidence you have collected
that is related to question.

Plan for writing. Some popular strategies are:

e Building blocks - lead with strongest piece of evidence; support with additional pieces
e Syllogism (If A=B and B=C then A=C)

e Multiple hypotheses (useful for same name situations)

Begin by presenting an overview of the situation and state research question. Then begin to present the
evidence, a piece at a time.

While writing make sure you resolve any conflicts between the items of evidence. For example:

e State the conflict.
¢ Give possible explanations why the conflict exists.
e Solve the conflict through source and information analysis and correlation of different pieces of

evidence.

The final paragraph is a conclusion.
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Resources

Elizabeth Shown Mills, “QuickLesson 2: Sources vs. Information vs. Evidence vs. Proof,” Evidence
Explained: Historical Analysis, Citation and Source Usage (www.evidenceexplained.com : accessed 20 July
2023); posted 22 January 2012, updated 18 October 2019.

Elizabeth Shown Mills, “QuickLesson 13: Classes of Evidence—Direct, Indirect & Negative,” Evidence
Explained: Historical Analysis, Citation and Source Usage (www.evidenceexplained.com : accessed 20 July
2023); no post date.

Marc McDermott, “Genealogical Proof Standard,” Genealogy Explained
(https://www.genealogyexplained.com/basics/genealogical-proof-standard/ : accessed 20 July 2023);
posted 22 March 2022.

“Research Report Examples,” Board for Certification of Genealogists
(https://begcertification.org/learning/skills/genealogical-work-samples/#RR : accessed 20 July 2023).

Shelley K. Bishop, “How to Write a Genealogy Research Report,” Family Tree Magazine

(https://familytreemagazine.com/research/genealogy-research-report/ : accessed 20 July 2023); originally
published July 2016.
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