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Writing Your Family History Book
The Narrative History Approach

By Walter B. Curry, Jr., Ed. D
The presentation material is subject to copyright and material owned by Renaissance 

Publications, LLC

Presentation Theme

•Presentation Theme: Learning about writing 
narrative histories will empower us to write 
stories about our ancestors/relatives.
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Presentation Objectives

• Explore the Diversity of Family History

• Define Narrative History

• Explore “The Traditional & Circular Narrative” Structure of Writing 
Narrative History

• Explore the Five Steps To Write Narratives About Ancestors/Relatives

• Explore the Usage of Historical Context In Writing Narratives About 
Ancestors/Relatives

• Conclusion-Recap

Family History is very diverse, but how do we 
tell our family stories? 
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We tell our family stories incorporating 
narrative history!

• Narrative history is the 
practice of writing history in 
a story-based form. 

• It tends to entail writing 
based on individuals or 
specific events in a broader 
context.

Once we define narrative history, then we explore 
a structure to writing narrative history

• The “traditional narrative” structure focuses on the chronological 
order of history. The traditional narrative involves events or actions 
that do correspond to the order in which things happened. 
Traditional narratives are sequential.

• The “circular narrative“ structure is not so straightforward. Circular 
narratives includes events or actions that do not correspond to the 
order in which things happened. Circular narratives are not 
sequential and more flexible than traditional narratives.
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Sample Traditional 
Narrative

Sample Circular Narrative
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Explore the Five Steps To 
Write Narratives About 

Ancestors/Relatives

#1-Gather and Organize Research

• Before you begin any project, save yourself time by 
gathering and organizing your sources first.

• Select one ancestor/relative, event, or tradition to write 
about and gather all documents, diaries, photos, oral 
histories, newspaper clippings, artifacts, and 
audio/video recordings you can lay your hands on.
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#2-Create a research chart

• Create a research chart of your sources in your notebook. 
A typical chart includes the following elements: 

• A. Cite the source (i.e., name & date)

• B. Summary of Source

Sample Research Chart

Summary of SourceCite The Source (i.e., 
name & date)

The original and transcribed 
freedmen labor contract signed 
between Hugh E. Phillips & The 
Kitchings family that included 
Martha Kitchings Seawright 

Ellison.

FamilySearch.org “‘United 
States, Freedmen’s Bureau 

Labor Contracts, Indenture and
Apprenticeship Records, 1865-

1872.”
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#3-Summarize Your Sources

• Every story begins with a fact. Each fact in genealogy 
derives from a source. 

• Review your source and write a summary for each source. 
A summary is the main points or details of the source.

• Write your summary in the “Summary of Source” section of 
your chart.

#4-Create an Outline 

• Creating an outline is a good 
step to take while writing your 
paper. 

• It allows you to brainstorm new 
ideas and make sure your paper 
will be organized, focused, and 
supported. 
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How do I write an outline?

• Identify your topic or thesis statement.

• Decide what points you would like to discuss during your 
paper.

• Put your points in logical, numerical order so that each 
point connects back to your main point.

• Use your “research chart” from your notebook as a 
reference to complete your outline.

Two Types of Outline
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The Alphanumeric Outline

• The alphanumeric outline is 
exactly what it sounds like: It 
uses a combination of letters 
(lowercase or uppercase) and 
numbers (Arabic or Roman 
numerals) to denote hierarchies 
in your thought process.

The Sentence Outline

• Like the alphanumeric outline, 
the sentence outline sorts ideas 
and subjects into subject 
groups. However, each topic 
and sub-topic is written as a 
complete sentence. S
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Outline Tips

• You can use any form (alphanumeric or sentence 
outline) to write your outline. Everyone organizes 
differently, so it is important to do what works best 
for you.

• Write your outline in your notebook.

#5-Begin Writing Your Draft

• Use your outline to begin writing your drafts. You 
will make multiple revisions as you go along.

• Then type your work on your word document 
program (i.e., Microsoft Word, Google) on your 
computer and save your work.

• Make sure you include titles in your stories.
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After you've written your first draft based on 
sources, then it's essential to add historical context.

• Historical context refers to the social, cultural, religious, economic, 
and political conditions that existed during a certain time and 
place.

• Historical context includes

• A. Historical events

• B. Cultural events & traditions 

• C. Lifestyles & Occupations

• D. Social & economic events 

• E. Religion influences 

What historical context do you like 
to add to your stories? What 
resources do you have for finding 
the context? 

Secondary sources can help you 
find the context (i.e., history books, 
newspaper articles, old magazines)

Sample Historical Context in Passage
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Conclusion-Recap

• Presentation Theme: Learning about writing narrative histories will 
empower us to write stories about our ancestors/relatives.

Call to Action

• The Awakening: The Seawright-
Ellison Family Saga, Vol.1, A 
Narrative History

• Price-$35.00

• Available for purchase at 
https://www.paypal.com/instan
tcommerce/checkout/YKZELHA
A57SRL
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About my company

• Website: 

• www.renaissancepubllc.com

• Social Media Page: 
www.Facebook.com/RenaissancePublicationsLLC

• Phone: (803) 404-2117

• Email: renaissancepublicationsllc@gmail.com. 
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