
Melanie McComb, Senior Genealogist

Class 4: Research!

Getting Started in 
Family History 
Research

Class 4: Getting Started in Family History Research

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 1



Meet today’s presenter

Melanie McComb
Senior Genealogist

Class 4: Getting Started in Family History Research

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 2



OVERVIEW
• Presentation (60 mins.)

• Q&A (30 mins.)

• General Principles of Research
• Online Search Strategies
• Tips for Researching in Offline Repositories

Class 4: Getting Started in Family History Research

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 3



Steps for Researching Your Family

Step 1
• Identify what you know

Step 2
• Decide what you want to learn (Research goal)

Step 3
• Identify and locate your sources

Step 4
• Research!

Step 5
• Analyze
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General Principles of 
Research
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General Principles

Consult multiple sources; don’t settle for one document

Track your work in your research log

Seek original documents when feasible

Understand the records
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Genealogical Proof Standard
• One of the principles of the Genealogical Proof 

Standard is to conduct reasonably exhaustive 
research 

• It's not feasible to visit every archive in every 
location where your ancestors lived and consult 
every possible book, manuscript, or other 
collections
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Online Search 
Strategies
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Don’t head straight for the 
database search box

• Read the database descriptions
– Places covered
– Time periods covered
– Completeness of records

• Make liberal use of a site’s catalog (if it has one)

• Consult the wikis for help
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Search Terms as Art
• Think first:
– Location
– Event (birth, marriage or death)
– Time period (century, decade)

• Think second:
– Name – use quotes to force the search for the entire 

name
– Occupation (e.g. “soldier,” “minister”)
– One-word modifiers
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When Searching a Database
• “Less is More” when searching

• Look at the records before and after your target

• Seek the original; don’t trust the transcription (or 
indexing)

• Don’t expect to find everything for free
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Use Wildcards
• Symbols used to replace or represent one or more 

characters

• ? = 1 character

• * = 1 or more characters

• Ex. To search for "Doherty", you can use some of the 
following variations:
– Do*herty
– Do?herty
– Do*h*rty
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Completed Research Log with objectives
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American Ancestors
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Searching the Databases
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AmericanAncestors.org
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Completed Research Log with objectives
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AmericanAncestors.org

Class 4: Getting Started in Family History Research

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 18



Searching a Database by Name Only
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Completed Research Log with objectives

Born on 20 June 1769 in Newbury, 
Massachusetts to Jonathan and Sarah.
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Database Search with Name, 
Record Type, and Location 
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Changing Search Filters 
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Changing Search Filters 
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Changing Search Filters 
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Completed Research Log with objectives

Found birth in Newbury, Massachusetts
on 20 June 1769 to parents Jonathan an
Sarah
Found death register for Henry Poor, die
28 Apr. 1853 in Boston, Massachusetts
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Search All Databases – Name, Years, Location, 
and Record Type
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A-Z Database List
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Database Search by Name
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Record Not Found
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Completed Research Log with objectives

Found birth in Newbury, Massachusetts
on 20 June 1769 to parents Jonathan an
Sarah

Found death register for Henry Poor, die
28 Apr. 1853 in Boston, Massachusetts

Found marriage in Newburyport on 23 Apr. 1792
between Henry Poor and Abigail Johnson Huse

Found marriage in Newburyport on 11 Dec. 1823
between Henry Poor and Martha Harrington

No probate found in Suffolk County, 
Massachusetts
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QUESTIONS?

Class 4: Getting Started in Family History Research

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 39



Family Search
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Completed Research Log with objectives

Found birth in Newbury, Massachusetts
on 20 June 1769 to parents Jonathan an
Sarah

Found death register for Henry Poor, di
28 Apr. 1853 in Boston, Massachusetts

Found marriage in Newburyport on 23 Apr. 1792
between Henry Poor and Abigail Johnson Huse

Found marriage in Newburyport on 11 Dec. 1823
between Henry Poor and Martha Harrington

No probate found in Suffolk County, 
Massachusetts
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FamilySearch.org
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FamilySearch Catalog
• Allows you to search and browse records which 

have been microfilmed and made available online

• Recommended: Search by Location
o Town or County, State, Country 
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FamilySearch.org
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FamilySearch.org
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FamilySearch.org
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FamilySearch.org
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FamilySearch.org
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FamilySearch.org
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FamilySearch.org
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FamilySearch.org
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FamilySearch.org
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FamilySearch.org
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FamilySearch.org
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FamilySearch.org
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FamilySearch.org
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FamilySearch.org
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Completed Research Log with objectives

Found birth in Newbury, Massachusetts
on 20 June 1769 to parents Jonathan a
Sarah

Found death register for Henry Poor, di
28 Apr. 1853 in Boston, Massachusetts

Found marriage in Newburyport on 23 Apr. 17
between Henry Poor and Abigail Johnson Huse

Found marriage in Newburyport on 11 Dec. 1823
between Henry Poor and Martha Harrington

No probate found in Suffolk County, 
Massachusetts

Henry Poor of Boston had land on Church St, 
which was sold to him on 1 July 1847 by 
Charles H. Harenton – Liber 578, Folio 206
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FamilySearch.org
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FamilySearch.org
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FamilySearch.org
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FamilySearch.org
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Unique Family Search Features
o Alternative names
o Search with relationship
o Search by more than one collection
o Export results to Excel
o Full-Text Search 
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QUESTIONS?
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Ancestry
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Power Searching at Ancestry
• Use wildcards

• Filter by database type (Categories on Ancestry)

• Use sliders

• Use the card catalog
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Completed Research Log with objectives

Found birth in Newbury, Massachusetts
on 20 June 1769 to parents Jonathan a
Sarah

Found death register for Henry Poor, die
28 Apr. 1853 in Boston, Massachusetts

Found marriage in Newburyport on 23 Apr. 1792 
between Henry Poor and Abigail Johnson Huse

Found marriage in Newburyport on 11 Dec. 1823 
between Henry Poor and Martha Harrington

No probate found in Suffolk County, 
Massachusetts

Henry Poor of Boston had land on Church St, 
which was sold to him on 1 July 1847 by 
Charles H. Harenton – Liber 578, Folio 206
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Ancestry.com
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Ancestry.com
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Ancestry.com
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Ancestry.com
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Ancestry.com
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Ancestry.com
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Ancestry.com
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Ancestry.com
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Ancestry.com
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Completed Research Log with objectives

Found birth in Newbury, Massachusetts
on 20 June 1769 to parents Jonathan a
Sarah

Found death register for Henry Poor, died
28 Apr. 1853 in Boston, Massachusetts
Found marriage in Newburyport on 23 Apr. 1792
between Henry Poor and Abigail Johnson Huse

Found marriage in Newburyport on 11 Dec. 1823
between Henry Poor and Martha Harrington

No probate found in Suffolk County, 
Massachusetts

Henry Poor of Boston had land on Church St, 
which was sold to him on 1 July 1847 by 
Charles H. Harenton – Liber 578, Folio 206

1840 & 1850 – living in Boston
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Tip
Don’t Forget the Card 

Catalog
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Ancestry.com
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Ancestry.com
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Ancestry.com
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Ancestry.com
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Completed Research Log with objectives

Found birth in Newbury, Massachusetts 
on 20 June 1769 to parents Jonathan an
Sarah

Found death register for Henry Poor, die
28 Apr. 1853 in Boston, Massachusetts

Found marriage in Newburyport on 23 Apr. 1792 
between Henry Poor and Abigail Johnson Huse

Found marriage in Newburyport on 11 Dec. 182
between Henry Poor and Martha Harrington

No probate found in Suffolk County, 
Massachusetts

Henry Poor of Boston had land on Church St, 
which was sold to him on 1 July 1847 by 
Charles H. Harenton – Liber 578, Folio 206

1840 & 1850 – living in Boston

Henry enlisted in 1815 at Newburyport 
and was discharged in 1815
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Ancestry.com
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Henry Poor, 1839, City Directory, Ancestry.com
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Henry Poor, 1839, City Directory, Ancestry.com
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Tip
Review the suggested 
records for any missing 
records and new leads
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Ancestry.com
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Ancestry.com
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Completed Research Log with objectives

Found birth in Newbury, Massachusetts
on 20 June 1769 to parents Jonathan a
Sarah

Found death register for Henry Poor, di
28 Apr. 1853 in Boston, Massachusetts

Found marriage in Newburyport on 23 Apr. 17
between Henry Poor and Abigail Johnson Huse

Found marriage in Newburyport on 11 Dec. 182
between Henry Poor and Martha Harrington

No probate found in Suffolk County, 
Massachusetts

Henry Poor of Boston had land on Church St, 
which was sold to him on 1 July 1847 by 
Charles H. Harenton – Liber 578, Folio 206

1830, 1840 & 1850 – living in 
Boston

Henry enlisted in 1815 at Newburyport
and was discharged in 1815

Listed in 1839 Boston city directory, 
occupation carpenter
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Find a Grave

Class 4: Getting Started in Family History Research

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 99



Find a Grave
• Not every person will have a memorial page and if 

they do, it may not contain a photograph of the 
grave 

• Verify the information on the gravestone against 
other records (vital records, probate, land deeds, 
etc.)

• Contact cemeteries and funeral homes for missing 
details 
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Completed Research Log with objectives

Found birth in Newbury, Massachusetts
on 20 June 1769 to parents Jonathan a
Sarah

Found death register for Henry Poor, di
28 Apr. 1853 in Boston, Massachusetts

Found marriage in Newburyport on 23 Apr. 1792
between Henry Poor and Abigail Johnson Huse

Found marriage in Newburyport on 11 Dec. 182
between Henry Poor and Martha Harrington

No probate found in Suffolk County, 
Massachusetts

Henry Poor of Boston had land on Church St, 
which was sold to him on 1 July 1847 by 
Charles H. Harenton – Liber 578, Folio 206

1830, 1840 & 1850 – living in 
Boston

Listed in 1839 Boston city directory, 
occupation carpenter

Henry enlisted in 1815 at Newburyport 
and was discharged in 1815 
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findagrave.com

Class 4: Getting Started in Family History Research

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 102



findagrave.com
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findagrave.com
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findagrave.com
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Completed Research Log with objectives

Found birth in Newbury, Massachusetts
on 20 June 1769 to parents Jonathan a
Sarah

Found death register for Henry Poor, di
28 Apr. 1853 in Boston, Massachusetts

Found marriage in Newburyport on 23 Apr. 1
between Henry Poor and Abigail Johnson Hus

Found marriage in Newburyport on 11 Dec. 18
between Henry Poor and Martha Harrington

No probate found in Suffolk County, 
Massachusetts

Henry Poor of Boston had land on Church St, 
which was sold to him on 1 July 1847 by 
Charles H. Harenton – Liber 578, Folio 206

1830, 1840 & 1850 – living in 
Boston

Listed in 1839 Boston city directory, 
occupation carpenter

Buried in Mt. Auburn Cemetery 
with gravestone photos included

Henry enlisted in 1815 at Newburyport
and was discharged in 1815 
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Tips for Researching 
in Offline Repositories
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Check the Catalog
• Many archives and libraries have their own 

catalog which can be searched, often from the 
comfort of home

• Review the procedures on how to request onsite 
access if planning to travel OR inquire about 
photocopy requests and research fees 
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AmericanAncestors.org
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library.nehgs.org
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Search Results, American Ancestors Library Catalog
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Record Page, American Ancestors Library Catalog
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Special Collections
• Manuscripts, rare books, and other items may be part 

of Special Collections to safeguard important items 
that may be irreplaceable or need more conservation 
attention 

• There are special rules including operating hours to 
access collections.
o Items may be held offsite due to space limitations. 

Find out how long in advance is needed to retrieve 
for an on-site visit.

• Ex. You must be a paid member of American 
Ancestors to access something in the R. Stanton Avery 
Special Collections 
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Tip
Inquire about finding aids for 

manuscript collections to 
narrow down what you are 

looking for
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AmericanAncestors.org

Class 4: Getting Started in Family History Research

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 116



Know the Rules
• Find out ahead of time what you can and cannot 

bring

• Some repositories do not allow any outside paper 
to be brought in

• Active courthouses may not allow you to bring in 
your cell phone 

• If allowed, bring tablet/laptop/cell phone, 
associated charging cables, and a flash drive. 
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Keep the Research Log Updated
• Just like with online searches, use your research 

log to keep track of what you've consulted in 
offline repositories 

• This is crucial as you may not be able to go back 
to that repository soon to double-check your 
citations, etc. 
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Review
1. Use the principle of “less is more" when conducting an 

online search. You can narrow down your search after 
you receive your initial results.

2. Search in specific databases to maximize your searches 
vs. using an advanced search 

3. Record your finding in your research log 
4. Consult offline repositories for additional records, 

books, microfilm, microfiche, and manuscript material 
that is not digitized. 
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QUESTIONS?
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Consultations
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https://www.americanancestors.org/getting-started-family-history-research-2025
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THANK YOU!
AmericanAncestors.org/Education
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