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Lindsay Fulton, VP of Research and Library Services
January 19, 2024

Genealogical Skills 
Bootcamp
Breaking Down Genealogical 
Brick Walls

Taking Action: How to Create a Research Plan10:00 a.m.

Family Ties: Using Extended Family to Circumnavigate a Brick Wall11:00 a.m.

Lunch (on your own)12:00 p.m.

Broadening Your Scope: Employing Ancestral Associates in your Research1:00 p.m.

Knowing the Neighbors: How Neighbors Can Help Solve Genealogical 
Mysteries2:00 p.m.

Break3:00 p.m.

Making Your Case and Drawing Conclusions3:15 p.m.

Final Questions/Conclude4:15 p.m.

Friday, January 19: Breaking Down Brick Walls with Lindsay Fulton

How to Create a Research Plan 
for Cluster Study

Taking Action
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Getting Started

What is Cluster Research?
A research technique used to learn more about 
an ancestor by examining records left by the 
ancestor's cluster
– Family
– Associates
– Neighbors
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Family
• Family members with the same surname

• Consider others:
– Maiden name of spouse
– In-laws 
– Cousins (1st and others)
– Grandparents
– Great-Grandparents
– Step-Parents/Siblings 

Associates
• Associated Persons
– Politics
– Occupation
– Education
– Religion

• Associated Places
– Place of Birth
– Death Details

Neighbors
• Persons who share the same address
– Tenement
– Abutters

• Persons from the same town or county

• Persons in Neighboring Cemetery Plots OR
Church or church Pews
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Review Hallie's Steps
Step #1- Write down 

known facts

Step #2- Look for missing 
information

Step #3- Locate and 
identify sources

Step #4- Research!

Step #5- Analyze 

Lindsay’s Steps
1. Get Organized

2. Define Your Objective

3. List records that will aid in your research

4. Find the Resources

5. Research

6. Draw a Conclusion

Step
Get Organized 

(or re-organized)

#1
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Research Logs

Research Log

Research Plan Template
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Annotated Research Log

Organizing your data

Pick one format and stick to it
• Family Group Sheets

• 5 Generation Charts

• Customized Spreadsheets

• Genealogical Software

• Database Software
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Five Generation (or more) Chart

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
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americanancestors.org/video-library/choosing-genealogical-software-program

Annotated Research Log

Step

Define Your Objective

#2
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Define what you are looking for:
• Birth date/place

• Marriage date/place

• Death date/place

• Maiden name

• Military service

• Education

• Parent’s names
• Parent’s place of birth
• Immigration year
• Naturalization status
• Sibling’s names
• Children’s names

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 you
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
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Step
List records that will 
aid in your research

#3

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!

What will help us find what we are looking for?
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Expanding your search
Neighbors of 

Neighbors

Associates of 
Associates

Neighbors and 
Associates

Family

Your Ancestor

Set up your research log

Step
Find the Resources

#4
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http://library.nehgs.org/

https://www.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
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americanancestors.org/tools/research-guides

https://familysearch.org/learn/wiki

https://familysearch.org/learn/wiki/en/Germany_Handwriting
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americanancestors.org/video-library

Add relevant records to your 
research log

Step

Research

#5
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Update findings

Tip
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
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Tip
Use colors to indicate 

record strength 

Unreliable Possibly  Acceptable  Good Excellent

Return to your Research Log
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Step
Draw a Conclusion

#6

Know When to Stop
• Set Limits

• Stay Organized

• Trust Your Research

• Be Creative, Not Crazy

• Set Realistic Goals

Create a Research Summary
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Research Summary 
• Address anomalies or

mistakes in the research
process

• Suggest Alternative
Possibilities

• Conclusion

• Provide a Genealogical
Summary

• Clearly stated Objective

• Recognition of Earlier
Scholarship (Correct or
Incorrect)

• Research Summary
–What did you find?
–What didn’t you find?

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

QUESTIONS?
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Activity 
Part 1

Let’s Make a Plan

1900 US Federal Census, Reading, Mass.

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.
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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

Expanding your search
Neighbors of 

Neighbors

Associates of 
Associates

Neighbors and 
Associates

Family

Your 
Ancestor
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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?

Group Work Review
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William Ellis

William Ellis death, Reading, Mass., 1904

George Ellis

George Ellis marriage, Reading, Mass., 1897

Alfred W. Ellis

Alfred Ellis marriage, Reading, Mass., 1900
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Charles Edward Ellis

Charles Ellis marriage, Reading, Mass., 1908

Update your research log

QUESTIONS?
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