
1/12/2026

1

Rhonda R. McClure, Senior Genealogist

Class 2: Creating a Research Plan 
for Cluster Research

Getting Organized: 
Research, Files, Findings

(Original work compiled by Ann G. Lawthers)

Meet today’s presenter

Rhonda R. McClure
Senior Genealogist

OVERVIEW
• Presentation (60 mins.)

• Q&A (30 mins.)

• What is FAN and cluster research?
• Developing a research plan for FAN research
• Developing a research plan for cluster research
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Voice of Voice of
Rhonda R. McClure, 
Senior Genealogist

What is FAN Research?
• A research technique used to learn more about 

an ancestor by examining records left by the 
ancestor’s community
–Family and Friends

–Associates

–Neighbors

What is Cluster Research?
• A research technique used to identify potential 

persons of interest when seeking family, often 
parents, of an ancestor

• Relies on:
– Surname
– Locality

• May also use age of ancestor when seeking 
persons of interest
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FAN vs Cluster
• Often used interchangeably

• Cluster research more appropriate when needing 
to cast a wider net

• FAN research more appropriate when digging 
deeper into an individual

• May offer different focuses to the same research 
problem

FAN Research Plan
• A strategy that focuses on researching your 

ancestors FAN club

• Includes all the principles of research planning 
and applies them to the FAN concept

• May require separate plans for each of
– Family
– Associates
– Neighbors

Cluster Research Plan
• Focuses on researching individuals within a 

selected area

• Includes the principles of research planning, but 
applies them to the cluster rather than an 
individual
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Cluster/FAN Research Useful For. . .
• Time periods when records were scarce

• Finding the origin of an immigrant ancestors

• Separating the identities of people with the same 
name

• Finding a maiden name

• Burned county research

Research Planning
• Research Plan: A roadmap for research

• Strategies

• Sources
Game Plan

Summary of 
Known Facts

Research Question and 
Objectives

FAN Club Search
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The Case of the Crotty Family of 
Eastchester, New York

• James Crotty arrived 31 May 1849 on the Ship Fidelia into 
New York City with his wife Eliza

• James spent a year in NYC and then moved to work at 
Tuckahoe Marble Quarry in Eastchester

• James and Elizabeth had six children:
– Marcella (b. 1850)
– John (b. 1851)
– James (b. 1854)
– Mary (b. 1858)
– Jane (b. 1864)
– Thomas (b. 1866)

Question:
Where was James from in 

Ireland?

Who Are Family?
• Immediate family: Spouse (s), children, parents, 

siblings (FAN research)

• Extended family: Grandparents, grandchildren, 
in-laws, aunts, uncles, step-parents, etc. (FAN 
research)

• Others of the same surname who live in the same 
communities or a nearby community (Cluster 
research)
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Where to Find Family?
• Census

• Probate

• Land

• Vital Records

• Church records

• Cemeteries

• County histories

• City directories

• Naturalization records

• Newspapers

• Town records

Who Are the Associates?
• Witnesses or informants (marriages, death 

certificates, deeds)

• Executors and others listed in probate records, 

• Signers of affidavits

• Business associates

• Members of the same church

Where to Find Associates?
• Birth, marriage and death records - witnesses

• Land records – the witnesses

• Probate records – the executor, the people to whom the deceased 
owed money

• Military pensions – those who swore affidavits

• Census – people of the same occupation in the same community

• Business records – patrons at a store or a blacksmith’s shop

• Church records – who else attended the same church?

• County and Local Histories – who else is in the same town at the 
same time?
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Who are Neighbors?
• Household neighbors 

• Individuals buried in the same or surrounding 
cemetery plots

• Pew assignments 

• Adjoining land holders

• People who traveled on the same ship

Where to Find Neighbors?
• Census

• City Directories

• Land records

• Tax lists

• County histories

• Passenger lists

QUESTIONS?
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Developing a Cluster Research Plan

Step 1
• Organize your previous research

Step 2

• What information is missing and what do you want to 
learn?

Step 3
• Who is in the FAN Club?

Step 4

• Identify records that will answer your question(s) and 
make a Game Plan

Research Planning Form - FAN

Family

Associates

Neighbors

americanancestors.org/education/learning-resources/download#templates

Set Up Your Research Log
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Known sources

Research Log – James Crotty

What is missing?
• Where was James born in Ireland? 

• Who are James’ parents?

• Does James have siblings?
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Create FAN Lists
• Review all documents of your ancestor

• Make lists of 
– Family Members and where you found the 

information
– Associates and where you found them
– Neighbors and how you found them

• Then create research logs sheets for them

Tip
Use different tabs for 

different 
people/families

Family
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1880 U.S. Federal Census

Example

Right 
Click 
Here

Get 
listing 
of all 

sheets
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Right 
Click on 

Tab 
Name

Get 
options 

including 
rename

Questions/Theories About James 
Family

• Does James have siblings?

• If he has siblings, did any other come over?

• If yes, did any end up in Eastchester?

• How are we going to find possible siblings?
– Census
– Obituary
– Probate

Associates
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1849 Fidelia Passenger List

https://www.archives.gov/research

https://aad.archives.gov/aad/index.jsp
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Famine Irish Passenger Record Data File (FIPAS), 1/12/1846 - 12/31/1851

Choosing Fields
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Results of Fielded Search - NARA

Updating the Log

Hypothesis
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Neighbors

• Eight other families in James Crotty’s building in 1850 were 
from Ireland

• Two of those families were stone cutters (and listed in 
associates):
• Keefe
• Kavanagh

• Over 1,000 residents of Eastchester enumerated in the 1860 
census were born in Ireland

1850 U.S. Federal Census

Questions/Theories About James’ 
Neighbors

• Did James know any of the people in his 1850 
building from Ireland?

• Too many people in 1860 to use Eastchester for 
FAN (Cluster search, maybe)

• Could potentially use 1860 near neighbors (same 
street) (Cluster search)
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Have We Considered. . .?
• Persons living at the same address 

• Persons born in the same place, now living 
together in another place

• Persons with the same occupation

• Neighbors listed on tax records or deeds

• Witnesses to estates, deeds, marriage bonds, or 
naturalizations  

James’ FAN Club
FAMILY

SourceRelationName
Passenger list, 
1880 censusWifeElizabeth MNU

1870/80 censusDaughterMarcella

1860/1870 
censusSonJohn

1870/80 censusSonJames

1870/80 censusDaughterMary

1870/80 censusDaughterJane

1870/80 censusSonThomas

1860 censusJames' Mother?Ellen

ASSOCIATES

SourceLinkName

Passenger ListStone MasonMichael Falon

Passenger ListStone MasonPatrick Marral

1850 CensusStone Cutter
John 
Kavanaugh

NEIGHBORS

SourceLinkName

1850 CensusBorn IrelandMary Kiefe

1850 CensusBorn IrelandJohn Kiefe

1850 CensusBorn IrelandMichael Kiefe

1850 CensusBorn IrelandElizabeth Kiefe

1850 CensusBorn IrelandAnn Kavanaugh

James FAN Club

Family

Associates

Neighbors
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Create a Game Plan

Add relevant records to your research log

Tip
Make notes on your 

research log to indicate 
record reliability   
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Note  record reliability

QUESTIONS?

Cluster Research
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The Case of the Crotty Family of 
Eastchester, New York

• James Crotty arrived 31 May 1849 on the Ship Fidelia into 
New York City with his wife Eliza

• James spent a year in NYC and then moved to work at 
Tuckahoe Marble Quarry in Eastchester

• James and Elizabeth had six children:
– Marcella (b. 1850)
– John (b. 1851)
– James (b. 1854)
– Mary (b. 1858)
– Jane (b. 1864)
– Thomas (b. 1866)

Question:
Where was James from in 

Ireland?

Research Planning Form - Cluster
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James Crotty Details

James Crotty Sources

James Crotty - Hypotheses
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Research Sources & Strategies

1850 Westchester Co., N.Y.

Only Crotty (or variant spelling in 
Westchester County in 1850)

1860 Westchester Co.,  N.Y.
Only Crotty other Crotty in 
Westchester County in 1870
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1870 Westchester Co., N.Y. Only Crotty other Crotty in 
Westchester County in 1870

Crottys in Westchester
• Aside from James Crotty, very few others of that 

surname in 1850-1870 census – none in 
Eastchester

• Not likely an avenue to pursue for where James 
was born

Eastchester, 1860 Census Irish
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Irish in Eastchester
• Abstracted pages 104-114 (James found on p. 109)

• Total adult males born in Ireland: 82 (including 
James)

• Total adult male stone cutters: 50 (including 
James)

• Before & after James:
– Before: 40 b. in Ireland, 28 stone cutters
– After: 41 b. in Ireland, 21 stone cutters

Analyze What You Found/Rating 
System

• Original > Copy

• Individual reporting> Someone else reporting

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

• Educated clerk> Uneducated clerk

• Reliable source>uncited source

Research Sources & Strategies
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FindAGrave.com

James Crotty

Wife of James

Dau. of James

Son of James

Burials of Crottys
• Saint Mary’s Cemetery: 6 (four are James, his wife, 

and 2 children)

• Yonkers: 12 (6 additional outside of St. Mary’s; 
none appear directly connected to James)

• Westchester: 42 (30 additional beyond outside of 
Yonkers)
– Need to prioritize Catholic cemeteries
– Should investigate 

Stone Cutting in Ireland
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Stone Cutting in Ireland

www.tara.tcd.ie/items/2ec97ec7-5f8f-4239-8e56-e99f88fdf1ab

Knowing When 
to Stop
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Know When to Stop
• Set limits 

• Stay organized 

• Trust your research

• Be creative, not crazy

• Set realistic goals

Create a Research Summary

Research Summary 
• Clearly stated Objective

• Recognition of Earlier 
Scholarship (Correct or 
Incorrect)

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

• Address anomalies or 
mistakes in the research 
process

• Suggest Alternative 
Possibilities

• Conclusion

• Provide a Genealogical 
Summary
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Reviewing the Steps
1. Organize your previous research into an annotated 

research log 

2. Look for missing information and identify your goal

3. Who’s your F.A.N club? OR Is a cluster search better?

4. List the records that will aid in your research and 
create a Game Plan

5. Research!

6. Analyze and make your conclusions  

QUESTIONS?
Schedule a consultation

consultations@americanancestors.org

Hire Research Services
research@americanancestors.org

Consultations
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AmericanAncestors.org/getting-organized-research-files-findings-2026

THANK YOU!
AmericanAncestors.org

Copyright ©2026
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