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HANDOUT   
I. Initial Steps 

A. Know your purpose. 
B. Identify your audience. 
C. Assess and organize your research data including memorabilia and 

family stories. 
D. Determine your timing. 
E. Collect family photographs and documents which you may want to 

include.  
F. Assemble historical background. 
G. Outline the story. 
H. Evaluate your resources and technical skills. 
I. Determine your budget for the project. 
J. Do not try doing it all: pick one person, one event, one branch, or one branch with 

focus on one person.  
K. KEEP IT SIMPLE.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
1 Copyright 2026 Susan Court.  
2 Susan J. Court, M.A., J.D., is a genealogist and family historian. A past co-president of the Kentucky 
Genealogical Society, she currently serves as a Member-at-Large on the Society's Board of Directors and 
Project Manager for the Society's Collaboration with FamilySearch International. Ms. Court is the author 
of 13 family histories and 25 published articles, a frequent speaker at genealogy and history conferences 
(including RootsTech), and a teacher of genealogy since 2019.  She belongs to several historical and 
genealogical societies and four lineage organizations.   Before her retirement, Ms. Court was an attorney 
and executive at the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission, a partner at Hogan Lovells LLP, and an 
energy policy consultant and expert witness.   
 

What follows are just suggestions.  The medium you choose and the amount of information 
you convey are mainly a function of your imagination, creativity, and determination.  

There are many other ways of telling your family’s story–newsletters, websites, blogs, and 
cookbooks of family recipes–just to name a few. 

Sometimes it helps to imagine what the finished product will look like.   
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II. Putting Your Story Together  
A. Use the organizational tools available from your online genealogy research 

company.  
1. Ancestry.com 

a. Basic options  
• Click on the “Print” function from the vertical tool bar on the 

left of the screen which allows you to print a tree of what you 
have on the screen; however, currently, it is not possible to 
print a whole tree at once, but you can print out pages and tape 
them together.  

• Click on the “Create a keepsake” function on the same tool bar.  
This will take you to MyCanvas which offers various products 
for a charge. 

• You can also print a Fan Chart and Family Group Sheet.   
b. Ancestry.com extras for organizing research: 

• Ancestry Pro Tool (available since December 
2023)($10/month): described as a tool to “[r]eview, sort, and 
display the people in your tree like never before. These 
advanced tools not only double-check your work in the 
background, but they also allow you to see your expansive 
family history in a different light.” 

• Ancestry AI Stories (launched in December 2025)(included in 
a paid subscription): described as a means to “combine details 
from a record with storytelling techniques and contextual 
information to create a more-holistic, immersive narrative” by 
using information found in a record to generate a plain-
language summary of the relevant event. 

• Ancestry Preserve (announced at RootsTech 2026)($20 for a 
starter kit): described as a way to digitize your mementos 
(photos, documents, audio tapes, or videotapes).  Fill a box 
with these types of mementos and Ancestry will give you a 
quote of the digitization which you can accept or not.   

2. FamilySearch.org 
a. Basic options: after accessing a person’s page, go to the lower right- 

hand corner for “Print Options”: Person Details, Pedigree, Portrait 
Pedigree, Fan Chart, Family Group Record, Family Group Record 
with Sources.  The last two are especially helpful in organizing a 
family story.   

b. Early in 2026, FamilySearch also introduced many new templates for 
creating visual family trees to print or share: 
https://www.familysearch.org/en/tree-designs/global.   
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3. MyHeritage.com 
a. Basic options: many chart options are available from this company, 

such as Bowtie, Close family, Ancestors, Descendants, Hourglass, Sun 
chart, Fan chart, All-in-one.  

b. In November 2025, launched AI Biographer described as a generating 
a “well-written, Wikipedia-style article about your ancestor.”   

c. In May 2026, MyHeritage released two new AI-based storytelling 
tools: 

• Family Infographics: AI-generated illustrations that 
incorporate various elements such as photos, details from 
family trees, and a handful of artistic styles.   

• Tribute Reel uses the photos you’ve uploaded of a person to 
create a video meant to memorize his or her life. 
   

B. Use Your Own Genealogy Software Program 
1. FamilyTree Maker has many options for organizing your research materials 

accessible from its “Publish” function such as charts, genealogy reports, and 
person reports.  It is also possible to download a one-page family tree, which 
can be printed on a plotter.  In addition, Family Tree Maker has introduced a 
plug-in called Family Book Creator ($59.95) that automatically transforms 
your genealogical data into professionally formatted, ready-to-publish family 
history books.   

2. MyHeritage’s built-in software program offers a Book option similar to 
FamilyTree Maker’s Family Book Creator.  

 
C. Use Professional Services or Special Software to Help Organize and Lay Out Your 

Research, Notes, Writing, and Other Materials 
1. Professional Design Services 

a. This year, MyHeritage launched MyStories (www.mysteries.com), a 
service which allows you to copy and paste written stories into pre-
designed templates, make edits to layouts and even use speech-to-text 
technology.  MyStories also sends the subject a series of questions to 
help them craft a life story, then print them into an attractive book.   

b. A similar service called Storied turns memories and data you add to 
its online family trees into published books.  Called StoriedBook, this 
tool addes QR coes that link to online versions of each story 
(www.storied.com/storiedbooks.com ).  Storied also provides editing 
options and memory prompts.   

c. Each costs between $80 and $100 including a printed book.   
2. Special Software  

a. InDesign (from adobe.com/products/indesign.html)  
b. Affinity (affinity.serif.com/en-us)  
c. ApplesPages (www.apple.com/in/pages) 
d. BookWright (www.blurb.com/bookwright) 
e. Canva (www.canva.com 

 

Note: these can be 
pricey and may 

require a 
significant learning 

curve.  
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D. Consider using additional Artificial Intelligence to organize your research materials 
and even write your story 

1. Examples: 
a. ChatGPT (https://chatgpt.com)  
b. Claude (https://claude.ai)  
c. Gemini (https://gemini.google.com/app) 
d. Google AI Studio (http://aistudio.google.com)  
e. Notebook LM (https://notebooklm.google.com)  
f. Perplexity (http://perplexity.ai)  

2. See Steve Little’s “AI Genealogy Insights” https://aigenealogyinsights.com; 
Nicole Dyer and Diana Elder, “Family Locket,” https://familylocket.com  

 
 

III. Getting Your Story Published 
A. The option which you pick will depend in part on how many copies you need and 

whether you intend to sell the book for profit, give copies as gifts, or make copies 
available for purchase only to relatives. 
 

B. Do It Yourself  
1. Print and staple. 
2. Print, enclose in plastic covers, and put in a binder. 
3. Use a copy center (e.g., Kinko’s or Staples) to print and bind:  

a. Saddle-stitching, where the document is stapled down the middle and 
folded, like a magazine 

b. Spiral or coil binding, like a notebook. 
c. Perfect binding, like a paperback with a hard spine to which the paper 

is glued.   
4. Convert your computer-created document to a PDF format and email copies 

to family members.  (Hint:  try to see how your book looks on popular 
devices.  You may need to tweak the layout to make sure page breaks and 
pictures fall in the right places.) 
 

C. Third-party Publishing Options 
1. Photo books3 

a. Narrated photo books available from a photo book service, e.g., Mixbook, 
Shutterfly, Adoramapix, Snapfish, Amazon Prints, MyCanvas (associated 
with Ancestry.com) 

b. Essential elements: photos (of course!), genealogical data, charts and 
family group sheets, stories, documents, maps 

c. Check out Google for photos of your family’s homes or businesses that 
may still be standing and the cool graphics like the ones from the national 
archives (https://www.archives.gov/education/family-history). 
 
 

 
3 For more information, see Sunny Jane Morton’s June 2026 article at 
https://familytreemagazine.com/photos/making-photo-book-planning-guide  

Note: the information laid out so far is directed at helping you organize your research material by laying the 
foundation for composing a family story or converting that material into your own work product. 

What follow assumes you are writing or producing your own work product and looking for ways to get it 
reproduced or published to share with your family.    
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2. Publishers 
a. Publish-on-demand (POD) are self-publishing sites that let you 

create a book on your computer and upload it as a PDF file for 
printing.  Available then online for purchase.  See https://self-
publishingschool.com/print-on-demand-books/ 4 

b. Publishers for Hire print the manuscript which you supply and print 
the number of copies you order and may assist with editing and 
graphics.  See https://writingtipsoasis.com/family-history-book-
publishers/5  

c. E-Books are simply digital files containing a body of text and images 
suitable for distributing electronically and displaying on-screen in a 
manner similar to a printed book. See https://writingtipsoasis.com/top-
ebook-publishing-platforms/. 6 

 
From Article “How to Publish Your Family History Book” 

By Maureen A. Taylor 
Family Tree Magazine (Digital) (Feb. 13, 2026)7 

 

 
4 Examples: Ingramspark, Draft2Digital, Acutrack, Amazon KDP*, Lulu, BookBaby, The Book Patch, 
Blurb, Trafford, Diggy POD, Espresso Book Machine, 48hr Books.  * Amazon requires that books be 
available for sale. 
5 Examples: Family History Publishers, Heritage Books, Family Heritage Publishers, Legacy Books, 
Genealogy Book Publisher, Newbury Street Press, Higginson Book Co., Stores to Tell, Good Stock Press 
& Bindery, BUY “Print and Mail”.  
6 Examples: Kindle Direct Publishing, IngramSpark, iBooks Author,  Nook Press, Kobo Writing Life, 
Smashwords, Drafts2Digital, Lulu, Book Baby, Inkshares, Blurb, eBooklt,  PublishDrive, Hummingbird 
Digital Media, Streetlib, FastPencilOutskirts Press, Slicebooks. 
7 See also https://writingtipsoasis.com/family-history-book-publishers. 
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IV.  Writing Your Story: Lessons Learned  

A. Preparations 
1. Create an outline 
2. Construct a timeline 
3. Develop themes 
4. Get writing! 

B. Acknowledgements 
1. Appropriate to do and keeps peace in the family.  
2. Underscores authenticity and credibility of material. 
3. Must weigh the pros and cons of the many versus the few. 
4. Consider giving a “shout out” to anyone who made an exceptional 

contribution. 
C. Format 

1. Overall Structure (suggestions) 
a. Follow an Hourglass Approach 

• Pick a person in the family to be focus. 
• Go back and then forward. 
• Include a detailed introduction before delving into ancestors.   
• Try not to lose your reader in the minutiae of the past.  

b. Build Down  
• Start with, and tell the story of, a featured person. 
• Relegate distant ancestors to footnotes or summaries.   
• Recount the subsequent generations. 

c. Arrange to Fit the Facts, e.g., for one of my stories, I simply started 
with the little I knew of the ancestor from family stories and U.S. 
records, laid out clues I extracted from letters in my family’s 
memorabilia, and traced the research into his heritage which I 
conducted at the FamilySearch Library.   

d. Generally, keep narrative of subsequent generations to the deceased to 
protect privacy of living unless distribution is very limited, and avoid 
risk of offending someone. 

e. If distribution may go beyond family members, consider just including 
surnames of subsequent generations and make descendants’ reports 
available to family members.   

2. Layout Options (Columns, Alignment, Font) 
a. Choices here will reflect personal taste and word processing ability. 
b. When I wrote my earlier stories, I used one column, justified, Calibri 

font.  Eventually, I changed that approach, in part at the suggestion of 
the editor of the Kentucky Genealogical Society’s newsletter Blue 
Grass Roots.  She recommended using two columns, left justified, 
Times New Roman because it is easier to read, with more white space, 
in a more familiar font.   

c. Another consideration is whether and when to bold or underline your 
headings or text.   For headings and subheadings, pick a pattern and be 
consistent. Don’t overuse either as that will clutter the text.  I like to 

To quote John Steinbeck, “I must be careful 
not to overload this book and to keep the story 
straight and true, when my impulse is to tell 

everything.” 
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bold blood relatives and underline spouses the first time their names 
appear in the text.  

3. Placement of Citations (Footnotes v. Endnotes) 
a. Of course, one or the other is needed to include references and 

parenthetical information.8   
b. Ultimate publication medium may dictate the use of one or the other. 
c. If noted material is generally short, consider footnotes.  If noted 

material includes long passages, consider endnotes.  
d. Long footnotes tend to break flow of text and may distract from 

narrative.  On the other hand, endnotes may never be read.   
e. It is possible to use both: endnotes for citations and footnotes for 

tidbits of historical or other parenthetical information.  Consider too 
italicizing short parentheticals and including them in the text.   

4. Narrative  
a. Put the story in historical context. 

• Look into the literature of the countries, states, counties, or 
cities where your ancestors lived.   

• For local history, check out materials written by local 
historians or published in local historical society newsletters or 
magazines.  

• Try not to overdo the history (a big challenge for me). 
b. Balance family lore and documented evidence.  Family lore may be 

appropriate to include in your narrative, with these caveats: 
• Identify it as such. 
• Point out where you got it. 
• Use the appropriate verb, adverb, or other qualifiers (e.g., 

likely, perhaps, speculate, maybe, etc.).   
c. Weave memories (your own and those collected from others) into the 

story, with these caveats:   
• Try to include verbatim (that is, don’t paraphrase).  
• If verbatim, use quotation marks or italicize.  
• Identify the origin.   

d. Insert overviews and summaries periodically, especially as 
introductions to major sections. 

e. Sprinkle photographs throughout the story (old and new).  
 

V. Other ways of distributing your research and further chronicling your family’s heritage: 
A. Consider submitting your stories to a genealogical or historical society, museum, or 

library.  
B. Consider submitting articles extrapolated from your stories for publication.   

 

 
8 See Mills, Elizabeth Shown,  Evidence! Citation & Analysis for the Family Historian (Baltimore, MD:  
Genealogical Publishing Co., 1997); Mills, Elizabeth Shown, Evidence Explained: Citing History Sources 
from Artifacts to Cyberspace, 4th ed. (Baltimore, MD: Genealogical Publishing Co., 2024).  
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Chris Padgett’s Principles For Story Telling As Applied To The Story Of His Ancestors, 
James Perry Padgett and Lula Frances Whelan9 

https://www.cornislandproject.org 
 

• Make It Personal – I didn’t just say they farmed—I told the story of the big white 
farmhouse with the wraparound porch, built by Perry and the Whelan brothers. That house 
wasn’t just a structure; it was the heart of their world. 
 

• Embrace Emotion – I didn’t just mention that they lost their land—I felt it. The weight of 
forced signatures, unanswered pleas, and the 30-day countdown to leave made the loss real, 
not just a footnote in history. 
 

• Use Layers and Easter Eggs – Perry’s story came full circle. He farmed the land, only to 
later guard the gold stored nearby at Fort Knox. The irony of that twist wasn’t lost on me. 
 

• Reimagine the Past – His time at Fort Knox wasn’t just a job—it was a twist of fate. The 
land he once farmed was lost, but years later, he found himself working on nearby land that 
now held one of the nation’s greatest treasures. History had shifted, but in an unexpected 
way, he was still tied to the land. 
 

• Invite Others In – This story wasn’t locked away in old records—it lived on. It was passed 
down through family visits to the homeplace, through stories told at kitchen tables, and 
even in a Fort Knox newspaper decades later. 
 

• Honor the Past While Creating Something New – Their legacy didn’t end when they 
did. It grew—branching into new professions, new places, and new stories that Perry and 
Lula could never have imagined. 

 
 

 

 
9 Chris Padgett is the former President of the Kentucky Genealogical Society and currently serves on its 
Board of Directors.  He is an excellent genealogist and avid storyteller and has given me permission to 
share his insight into chronicling family heritage.   


