
GPS ELEMENT #5:  
WRITTEN CONCLUSION 

“Proof exists only in the writing.” – Mastering Genealogical Proof 



Thomas W. Jones, Mastering 
Genealogical Proof (Arlington, VA: 
National Genealogical Society, 2013). 
This book is the basis for this presentation and is 
quoted throughout. 



WORKSHOP MOMENT: #1 
Pick up a copy of “Too Many Marys” 

 
Retrieve a NGSQ issue from the library 

 
Select an NGSQ article for your working model for the class.  



REVIEW 



Genealogical Proof Standard 

1. Reasonably exhaustive search 
2.  Informative citations to sources 
3. Analysis and correlation 
4. Resolution of conflicting evidence 
5. Written conclusion  



Genealogical Proof Standard 

1. Thorough search 
2.  Informative citations to sources 
3. Analysis and correlation 
4. Resolution of conflicting evidence 
5. Written conclusion 



Thorough Search 
• Minimum of 2 sources, if both direct evidence 
• More than 2, if relying on indirect evidence 
• Context can count as 1 
• Use Val Greenwood’s book, Researcher’s Guide to 

American Genealogy to use as a check list of types of 
sources you might need to pursue 



Definitions 

 Source 



Types of Sources 

• Original records 
• Written reports near the time of the event by an 

observer.  No previous record. 

• Derivative records 
•  Created from previous records, by transcribing, abstracting, 

translating or reproducing it with alterations 

• Authored Works 
• Compiled records, ex.: family history 



Information 

 Source 

 Information #4 

 Information #3  Information #1 

 Information #2 

 Information #5 



Information… 
It’s all about the informant…. 

• Primary 
•  eyewitness 

• Secondary  
•  hearsay 

• Undetermined  
•  don’t know 



Process Map 

           Extract Evidence       Written 
Sources & Information    =>     Analyze Sources             =>         Proof 

            & Correlate Evidence 



WRITING 
PROOF ARGUMENTS 
Logic:  
If premises a & b are true then a conclusion based on a & b is true. 



Definition 
• Precisely, an argument is a list of statements called 

premises followed by a statement called the conclusion. 
Validity means that if all the premises are true, then so is 
the conclusion.  

• Validity of an argument does not guarantee the truth of its 
premises, so does not guarantee the truth of its 
conclusion.  

•  Translation? You can still be wrong!  

•  Stefan Waner & Steven R. Costenoble, “Introduction to Logic” (
http://people.hofstra.edu/stefan_waner/realworld/logic/logic6.html : 
accessed 31 March 2013).  



Don’t let this be you… 
•  ”Well, this answer must be right; it fits.” 
•  Fill in the blank on the pedigree chart 
• Move on 

•  Don’t think about the quality of the source 
•  Don’t think about the quality of the information within the source 
•  Don’t write your reasoning 
•  Don’t see the gaps 
•  Don’t identify missing sources 

 
 

• Exercise “Mindful Analysis” 



Types of Writing 
• Narrative for the family or yourself 
• Magazine 
•  Transcriptions 
• Book and media reviews 
•  Lineage papers 
• Peer-reviewed journals 
• Blog 
• Others 



“TOO MANY MARYS”:  
A PROOF ARGUMENT 



WORKSHOP MOMENT: #2 
What was the research question? 

 



WORKSHOP MOMENT: #3 
Read the first 10 sources. 

 
Are the sources original, derivative or authored works?   

Give examples, if found. 
 

Look at the information used from the source. 
 

Is the information primary, secondary or undetermined?   
Give examples, if found. 

 



WORKSHOP MOMENT: #4 
Is there evidence of analysis and correlation? 

 
Did the author resolve any conflicting evidence? 

 
Did the author write up her conclusion? 

 
 

What can you now say about the quality of the work done by the author? 
 



NOW LOOK AT YOUR 
NGSQ ARTICLE… 



WORKSHOP MOMENT: #5 
What is your NGSQ’s research question? 

 



WORKSHOP MOMENT: #6 
Read the first 10 sources. 

 
Are the sources original, derivative or authored works?   

Give examples, if found. 
 

Look at the information used from within the source. 
 

Is the information primary, secondary or undetermined?   
Give examples, if found. 



WORKSHOP MOMENT: #7 
Is there evidence of analysis and correlation? 

 
Did the author resolve conflicting evidence? 

 
Did the author write up her conclusion? 

 
 

What can you now say about the quality of the work done by the author? 



WORKSHOP MOMENT: #8 
Probably you are not related to any of the people in the article, but…. 

 
 

What did you learn from reading your article? 



SIX COMMON PITFALLS 



Symptom:  

1. Weak Research Question 
•  The crafting of the research question seems easy at first 

and then reveals itself to be surprisingly difficult.  
•  What was I trying to "prove?"   

•  When was Mary born? 
•  Where was she born? 
•  Who were the parents of Mary? 
 



Cure: 
Well crafted question 
• When was Bengt Anderson who died in 1815, in Hishult 

parish, Halland County, Sweden, born? 
•  Part 1:  a person unique in the world 
•  Part 2: the interrogatory 

When was Bengt Anderson and who died in 1815 in Hishult parish, 
Halland County, Sweden, born? 

• Do your sources support your question? 
• Does your writing answer the question? 

 



Symptom: 

2. Lack of Proof Argument Clarity 
• Do you lack an answer? 

•  then it is a research plan 

• Are you composing short statements which support the 
query?  
•   then it disjointed and lacks flow 

• Are you writing for your reader or for you? 
•  Then you may lack evidence of correlation, i.e. comparing and 

contrasting, maps, timelines etc.   

• Are you more interested in the sources than the proof? 
•  Then you may be spending too much time analyzing sources when 

they are not in conflict 

 



Cure:  
Strive for clarity in writing 
• Keep a focus on the eleven points of MGP (p. 90) 

•  Choose words carefully 
•  Sentences are well formed 
•  Use past tense except when referring to existing sources 
•  Avoid complicated tenses 
•  Focus on the research subject 
•  Let the evidence speak for itself 
•  Avoid digressions 
•  Do not speculate 
•  Arrange in paragraph form 
•  Use well crafted transitions 
•  The tone is academic in character 
•  More like technical writing than of literary writing 



Symptom:  

3. Lack of an Organizational Structure 
•  very challenging.  
•  trouble picking the best organization for the question, the 

evidence and the reader. 
 



Cure: 

Clarity of Organization 
•  Each article must have: 

•  Beginning: “tell them what you are going to tell them” 
•  Middle: “tell them” 
•  End: “tell them what you told them” 

•  The middle is the hardest 
•  Structure 

•  Single hypothesis/narrative 
•  a1+a2+a3+a4=b 

•  Building blocks 
•  a+b+c+d=e 

•  Flow that is independent of discovery 
•  Written for the reader 
•  Some techniques include: 

•  Alternative hypotheses 
•  Syllogisms (if-then statements) 
•  Stated outline 



Symptom: 
4. Too Much Content 
• We want to include all we know.  
• OR: making the paper so "bare bones” the reader is 

forced to make "leaps of faith."   
•  Do not "beg the question."   
•  Either will result in the reader losing interest   

 



Cure: 

Focus on the research question 
• Write for the reader 
•  Focus on the research question and be willing to change 

the question if needed 
•  Let the paper sit for a while then reread.   
• Outline at the beginning 
• Outline again after the 2nd or 3rd  draft 



Symptom: 
5. Over Analyzing Sources  
•  The inclusion of source analysis after source analysis in 

the narrative which is not additive to the argument makes 
for difficult reading.   

•  The author has the responsibility to provide informative 
citations  

• Don’t insult your reader. 
  



Cure: 
Let your sources speak  
•  The inclusion of source/information analysis can happen 

in one of four places 
•  the body of the proof  
•  a footnote in the proof  
•  Implied by the citation itself  
•  outside of the paper 

• Only when two or more sources conflict and it is central to 
the research question, is it reasonable to discuss the 
quality of the source in the narrative. 



WORKSHOP MOMENT: #9 
You have the following birth sources and information:   

High school school record: December 1897 
1900 census:                      December 1899 

WWI draft registration:           15 December 1896 
 

In this case, where would you put your source/information analysis? 
a.  In the narrative 

b.  In a separate footnote 
c.  Let the citation speak for itself 

d.  Not address it at all 
 



Symptom: 
6. Use of Present Tense, First Person 

• Style of writing: 
• Academic, scholarly 
•  “dry” 



Cure: 

Don’t use present tense in proof arguments 
• Except when discussing a specific source that exists. 
•  "the tone of a proof argument or summary is that of a 

"defense" in the academic sense." [6] 
•  be aware of the issue and address it at the time of writing  



Sources to assist you with  
  writing your conclusion 

•  Elizabeth Shown Mills, Evidence Explained: Citing Historical Evidence 
from Artifacts to Cyberspace (Baltimore: Genealogical Publishing Co., 
2009), 15-28. 

•  Jill Morelli, “Analyzing Ten NGSQ Articles,” weblog Genealogy 
Certification: A Personal Journey, (
http://genealogycertification.wordpress.com/2013/11/29/analyzing-
ten-ngsq-articles-part-1/ : accessed 13 April 2014). 

•  Multiple authors, “Evidence Analysis,” Professional Genealogy, 
Elizabeth Shown Mills, editor (Baltimore: Genealogical Publishing 
Co., 2001) 345-475. 

•  National Genealogical Society Quarterly (NGSQ), all issues.  Journal 
focuses on methodology using case studies. 

•  Thomas W. Jones, Mastering Genealogical Proof (Arlington, Virginia: 
National Genealogical Society, 2013) 83-94. 

•  Val Greenwood, The Researcher’s Guide to American Genealogy 
(Baltimore: Genealogical Publishing Co., 2000) 165-179. 



QUESTIONS? 
Slides and “Too Many Mary’s” posted on blog: 
http://genealogycertification.wordpress.com  


