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ORGANIZATION TIPS 

 The goal is to:  (1) reduce the number of printed documents,  (2) digitize your sources, 

and (3) organize your digital files.  

 Questions to ask yourself: What information do I already have? How do I tell others 

what I have? What else do I want to know? 

 Create and follow a backup strategy that uses the 3-2-1 Backup philosophy. You’ll 

need your information stored in at least three places. Do not skip this step! Hard 

drives and computers fail all the time. I use Backblaze as my cloud backup and it gives 

me additional peace of mind. I also save plenty of files on Dropbox. 

 If you have a digitized copy of a census, death certificate, marriage record, etc., is it 

really necessary to keep them all printed out? If you can easily access the document 

again, consider tossing it. I throw all of them out! Multiply those record types by the 

number of people you are researching, and that’s hundreds of pages. Having all those 

records printed out contributes to the feeling of overwhelm which can hinder our 

https://www.backblaze.com/blog/the-3-2-1-backup-strategy/
https://www.backblaze.com/
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research. I keep one copy of these records in the binder for that family. I also keep any 

document that isn’t easily accessible online, such as pension records. And I keep any 

family artifacts, such as funeral programs and letters.  

 Don’t rely solely Ancestry for your family tree! Many genealogists are making this 

mistake. Your only family tree shouldn’t live behind a paywall. You should have your 

research and your tree primarily on your own computer using family tree software. I 

use RootsMagic, but there are other programslike Family Tree Maker, Legacy Family 

Tree, and others. You don’t have to retype your entire tree: you can download your 

GEDCOM from Ancestry and import it into the software. These software programs are 

powerful and have useful functionality that you will not find available at online sites.   

 Get ideas that work for you from everywhere. Your organizing scheme should reflect 

how your mind naturally thinks. Googling “organize your genealogy” will bring up 

several free videos on You Tube, such as: 

o Organizing Your Family Papers, free webinar by American Ancestors 

o How to Organize All This Stuff, free webinar by Lisa Louise Cooke 

 When organizing digital files, consider how your mind naturally categorizes 

information and use that as your guide. You might organize by surname, by 

geographical location, or by couples, or some mixture of these types. I have surname 

folders, but also separate folders for major sources, such as deeds, obituaries, death 

certificates, and funeral programs. Within my surname folders are more folders for 

sources such as court records, probate records, historical reference, etc. My guidepost 

is this: How fast can you find something that you know you already have? I also have 

folders for what I call “special topics,” such as DNA, Slavery Research, Interviews and 

Transcripts, etc. My photographs are stored on a completely separate drive.  

 I use tables to organize, cite, and analyze all of my research. There are videos online at 

YouTube to easily create your own blank tables, but you can also purchase source 

tables at Reclaiming Kin (Microsoft Word). I use Microsoft Word (or the free Google 

Docs), but many genealogists prefer Microsoft Excel. I also have some research in 

Excel tables.  

 Book Recommendation:  Organize Your Genealogy: Strategies and Solutions for Every 
Researcher by Drew Smith.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m8a1f8swv_4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bFWOBlpG3pA
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/product-category/genealogy-forms/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/product-category/genealogy-forms/
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ORGANIZING TOOLS 

 Purchase a scanner that can scan double-sided documents (duplex). I use a Brother 

model, but here is a similar scanner. Take your time and work to ensure that every 

important source has been digitized. For example, I have many copies of records and 

book pages from libraries and archives; they were not digitized.  

 I also have a full-size flatbed scanner for photographs and other larger items, similar to 

the model shown here.  

 Learn how to scan documents and photographs in the proper resolution. I try to scan 

iat a minimum of 600 DPI. Printed documents with text only can be scanned at about 

200 or 300 DPI. This matters. In my early years, I didn’t know anything about resolutions, 

and there are many pictures I copied at far too small a resolution to reproduce well. I 

also don’t have access to those pictures to rescan them, so take the time to learn about 

this topic.  

 I use colored file folders to store related documents that I have decided to keep. I 

especially like the folders where the tab can be adjusted into three different positions 

(left, center, right). There are also folders with wide bottoms to hold larger numbers of 

documents.   

 I still use three-ring binders. Believe it or not, printed-out material is more likely to 

survive across generations, so I make sure I have a binder for each of my family lines. 

These tell my family what I have discovered on each line.  

 I swear by using a labeler. I use it for my file folders and it contributes to visual 

neatness and organization. I use the Dymo LetraTag labeller. 

 See examples of Charting Companion’s gorgeous family tree charts. No family tree 

software makes charts as varied as Charting Companion. It accepts a GEDCOM file as 

input, so you do not have to retype your entire family tree. 

 
SOURCE CITATION & WRITING 

 Book Recommendation: Evidence Explained: Citing History Sources from Artifacts to 
Cyberspace (4th edition) by Elizabeth Shown Mills.  

 Book Recommendation: Genealogical Proof Standard: Building a Solid Case (4th edition 

https://www.amazon.com/Plustek-PS186-Document-Scanner-Feeder/dp/B074TCWHYR/ref=sr_1_2_sspa?crid=20A7BCAM4YZCR&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.210aaNws25ldwLnu_DwZeYALgwF_n7XnggZ99o_TkpOg0_tY0XAOEtA0lcgkijjMifvoHN8sryEPXHiNJlUKyzzhJg4qQ1Ydlz_FDXnlEe-sW8s90iBaJtRIGs713Gd3O2lgy7a39Tw0iWslqzNXcMJFIT8RkKOQTBFxskifcmev6sRANWibjilVX4iUtP27BkJqvfC71XN0TW5iwaK0zj09LIAcfPXokIiIOnxu4Ao.M58yao7xQiS9jr_bTMDSoSuOOYDKIEhlUyZ22R-hkCc&dib_tag=se&keywords=duplex+home+scanner&qid=1746816523&sprefix=duplex+home+scanner%2Caps%2C100&sr=8-2-spons&sp_csd=d2lkZ2V0TmFtZT1zcF9hdGY&psc=1
https://www.amazon.com/Plustek-PS186-Document-Scanner-Feeder/dp/B074TCWHYR/ref=sr_1_2_sspa?crid=20A7BCAM4YZCR&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.210aaNws25ldwLnu_DwZeYALgwF_n7XnggZ99o_TkpOg0_tY0XAOEtA0lcgkijjMifvoHN8sryEPXHiNJlUKyzzhJg4qQ1Ydlz_FDXnlEe-sW8s90iBaJtRIGs713Gd3O2lgy7a39Tw0iWslqzNXcMJFIT8RkKOQTBFxskifcmev6sRANWibjilVX4iUtP27BkJqvfC71XN0TW5iwaK0zj09LIAcfPXokIiIOnxu4Ao.M58yao7xQiS9jr_bTMDSoSuOOYDKIEhlUyZ22R-hkCc&dib_tag=se&keywords=duplex+home+scanner&qid=1746816523&sprefix=duplex+home+scanner%2Caps%2C100&sr=8-2-spons&sp_csd=d2lkZ2V0TmFtZT1zcF9hdGY&psc=1
https://www.amazon.com/Find-All-Tab-Folders-Assortment-FT07173/dp/B00I0HREHW/ref=sr_1_6_pp?crid=4QG3WCTH19UJ&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.rTcA3TstAz3eoBzn_6wp9JaU1b5-MTeOHdfq1VjmaczcFclSMQOPs9Y2FPelSb3DLxERpwDP646iK02WUheL9qil-UyIKL2amkhYkzSPm7wLNgGBZFlMZGOFZ6rIEjndmSrYUufRMbRFtWvJZ8e070bpry-2YypdUvjHvRHpV5OniN26JZq7pcdNvFpVfRKw7Mqg9cIXlANqsS-7GIduOVrOIrJdbKGFIIiIKMyKZ7wxaJogEYjtR7BdPGIPOPFahhNWpA61rmH3d1L8SQ2dc6qb5tdlb3sR-V4OkFjT3vY.hNx_kYSBy3hVfjwMLO6MaIi3ds8ihiqCMjauvKRx6Mc&dib_tag=se&keywords=file+folders&qid=1746816897&sprefix=file+folders+%2Caps%2C100&sr=8-6
https://www.amazon.com/Pendaflex-Double-Folders-Letter-Assorted/dp/B002M7Z8F6/ref=sr_1_7?crid=10CMA43D3S34A&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.A9V3zoTFIgACzJBJS4I0VfhqJlqUD8bhLkMhMPci52Yfu9PwmjLtsBykmA9XjypLN8pXBIBi39dxZrFyRHAj-uOhp6Fl8wdmX7na4dELndnx3g0MVwve_wttkA7V6RvQ0OnuVJlUDKH4PhcDd6LhpwkePCVyK8p4QlWZpjyIhMB79672SuyT9ExGKbjq2ykCSIdrEosOGaKAxPW1-5kPMxBiCsefXTMYE9RI0zHq9tKRebEgcdrtI_ImB1h1YqZBar_zdmcnsp6jNo-_uZEo1zHI9y5SMST7udb512z9qz0.3KcjyrLRfDSdBZ84gDt44vB1cwOlDLH8gTT7eVqRcZY&dib_tag=se&keywords=file+folders+with+wide+bottoms&qid=1746817037&sprefix=file+folders+with+wide+bottoms%2Caps%2C103&sr=8-7
https://www.amazon.com/DYMO-Marker-Additional-Labeling-LetraTag/dp/B0C2NWYVZK/ref=sr_1_6?crid=2QS2KN38MAD6J&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.udTHmOri9ytSHJEPUDc-1en_W0HHGv-TZR5FGW6gTVjrcY6100c2UqcKX2aRhsyV1JqLscXxYXCBhFp1qHkvfHzt92Gg3iSWQyjoaHZzkmneyM__9bttZwuWBXAcK3fuCSkKKGV8qTW1pFg19Go5S4falh8OicvH79AW-TPDeDJFP_9wiJBOEnU21LEoPSkxfCHNfTI-jpt19EmGq9Nm5bhE-HUFm43XYjAYh_EUcm0.wompkaoayduP3cA9D6mxyqBgWq_PJ-FfmgK_Ll2z7J8&dib_tag=se&keywords=labeller&qid=1746817227&sprefix=labeller%2Caps%2C112&sr=8-6
https://progenygenealogy.com/products/family-tree-charts/chart-gallery/
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revised) by Christine Rose.  
 Book Recommendation: Mastering Genealogical Documentation by Thomas W. Jones. 
 Citing Your Sources, article at BCG Genealogy website by Elizabeth Shown Mills 
 Class ($): Guide to Documentation and Source Citation  (American Genealogical Studies) 
 Thinking Through Ancestry Source Citations, by Elizabeth Shown Mills 
 Layered Citations Work Like Layered Clothing, by Elizabeth Shown Mills 
 ARKs, PALs, Paths, and Waypoints: Citing Online providers of Digital Images, by 

E.S. Mills 
 Building Citations While Writing, by Michael Hait 
 Legacy Family Tree’s posts on sources, information and evidence (Part 1 , Part 2 

, Part 3) 
 Family History Articles, at Reclaiming Kin (examples of writing) 

 

DATA ANALYSIS 

 Do You Use a Census Tracker? By Robyn Smith 
 Creating a Table in Word by Skillsoft (video) 
 Using Charts in Your Genealogy Research, by Robyn Smith 
 Tracing Enslaved Ancestors Through Probate, by Robyn Smith 
 A Valuable Strategy for Pension Research, by Robyn Smith 
 Put It In A Table: Understanding and Organizing Research Findings, by Diana Elder 
 Using Excel Tables for Genealogy, by Lisa Stokes (Video) 

 
 

 Visit me at www.ReclaimingKin.com for more genealogical skillbuilding posts!  
 Join my free mailing list to receive new posts and information about scheduled 

webinars. 
 
 
 
 
 

https://bcgcertification.org/skillbuilding-citing-your-sources/
https://www.ngsgenealogy.org/ags/guide-to-documentation
https://www.evidenceexplained.com/content/quicklesson-26-thinking-through-an-ancestry.com-citation
https://www.evidenceexplained.com/index.php/content/quicklesson-19-layered-citations-work-layered-clothing
https://www.evidenceexplained.com/content/quicklesson-25-arks-pals-paths-waypoints-citing-online-providers-digital-images
https://www.ngsgenealogy.org/wp-content/uploads/Complimentary-NGS-Magazine-Articles/Hait_Building_Citations_41_4_2015.pdf
https://www.legacytree.com/blog/evidence-analysis-sources
https://www.legacytree.com/blog/evaluating-genealogy-information
https://www.legacytree.com/blog/evaluating-genealogical-evidence
https://reclaimingkin.com/genealogy-articles/
https://reclaimingkin.com/do-you-use-a-census-tracker/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=koDeGamrxV4
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/using-charts/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/tracing-slaves-through-probate/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/strategy-pension-records/
https://familylocket.com/put-it-in-a-table-understanding-and-organizing-research-findings/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Zmo4BDlLZ8U

