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ASKING THE RIGHT QUESTION

From the Editor:

specially for beginning geneal ogistsand
E;tnateur historians, the most valuable
vice provided by the Archives and
History staff may be helping patrons formulate
their questions. Whether overwhelmed by the
abundance of material available to them, or
frustrated by the lack of resources for the era and
location being researched, researchersprofit from
discussing their overal situation with our staff.
Organizing and prioritizing your research needson
your own or with our assistance will both pinpoint
the gaps in your data and identify new directions
for study. One cardinal rule is to begin with
yourself and to gather as much documented
information as you can on each generation before
you move on to the next. Thiswill really narrow
the scope of your questions.

Those of you who communicate with us by mail
may want to pay particular attention to the
suggestions for writing better research requests.
Although our staff is experienced in reading
between the lines of a confusing letter and in
figuring out what the person actually needs, the
average person with whom you communicate
through an Internet query board or by e-mail from
a surname exchange will not likely be as skilled.
If you seldom receive hdpful responses to your
requests, try using the tipsin thisissue to write a
question that draws the answer you need.

ASKING THE RIGHT
QUESTION

by Susan Scouras

The skill of asking a well-thought out question is
onethat comesnaturally tofew people. Most of us
must practice and learn fromour mistakesin order
to develop the ability to ask a carefully worded
question that results in the information we want.
Balancing thefinelinebetween supplyingtoolittle
information and providing overwhelming detail
can be challenging. The genealogical research
letters received by the Archives and History
Library range from one sentence “ Send me all you
have on Jane Doe from Marion County” requests
to multi-page family historiesthat either contain a
dozen questions or never get around to specifying
aninquiry at al. Unfortunately, we must return
many of these letters for claification, or make an
educated guess of what the writers want. Either
way, the family researcher may not get the
information sought without delays and extra
expense.

Oneof thefirst waysto increase your likelihood of
success is to find out what records are available
from the source you are addressing. If you are
contacting a state agency, determine the scope of
material available from that office or institution.
Make sure you are asking for information in an
area they cover, and that you are supplying the






