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Organising your WW1 research:
Taking notes and keeping records

For many people research is the beginning of a journey, from their own learning to sharing
stories with others. This process is easier when we are able to take effective notes, and
have confidence in the quality of our records.

Effective note-taking

We take notes for lots of different reasons and in a wide range of ways. This section
explores some of the ways we can make sure our note-taking is effective.

Why we take notes

Notes are useful in all kinds of situations. We take notes to help us remember something
we’ve seen or heard. We often take notes to help us learn or understand something. Notes
can also help us to share ideas with others.

When we make notes about local or family history we’re often trying to capture a piece of a
bigger picture about a person, community or time to add to what we already know. For
example, if we know that Private Henry James is listed on the war memorial we already
know something about the town or village, and his service in the Great War. When we find
Henry on the 1911 census we learn more about his family, and his life before he became a
soldier.

We can’t possibly record everything from a source, so the notes we make will depend on
why we are searching. This is why effective note-taking always begins with a purpose: what
do | want to know?

What effective notes contain

Being aware of the purpose of your research helps you to choose suitable sources, but also
helps you to stay focused on the notes you need to take to achieve your goal. There are
three types of information about a source that effective notes need to capture:
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Notes from the source —
What is this document, image or recording telling you? What have you learned from
the content of this source that helps you fulfil your purpose?

Notes about the source —

What kind of document, image or recording it is? Where did you find it? It’s
important to make a note of exact locations of sources, whether they’re Archives’
finding references, library reference numbers or the URLs of web pages. If you copy
sentences or paragraphs from a document you must keep a note of where they
came from. We’'ll say more about this type of information in later sections.

It’s also important to consider the nature of the source itself. Knowing who created
it, when they created it, and why will help you decide whether you can trust what
you read. Can you take what this document says at face value, or might they be
trying to influence your opinion? Has the image been altered to add or hide
something that could change its meaning?

What we read is often influenced by other sources, and we can look at those too.
For example, a book about Henry James’s family life probably uses parish records
that show his marriage. If we look at the register ourselves and learn that Henry was
married a year earlier than the book says he was, should that change whether we
trust the book’s contents?

Critical reading is an important skill for research and effective note-taking. You can
find out more in the ‘other resources’ section, at the end of this guide.

Questions, or ideas to look at later —

Good notes and an open mind can lead us to more sources and new ideas, and help
us to draw better conclusions. Whatever you read is likely to raise new questions, or
leave you wanting to know more about something you’ve read. Capturing these new
ideas, alongside descriptive and bibliographic information, will help you to see how
the themes of your research fit together.

Referencing

Some of the most important notes about a source are descriptions of where it can be found.
Capturing this information in our notes means we can effectively reference (or cite) the
source in our work later on.

We reference material for two reasons: to support the arguments we want to make when
we write about our research, and to help anyone who reads our work to find the sources
themselves.

Showing where we’ve drawn ideas from gives our research credibility. If we’ve been critical
readers, then our research notes will contain only the most valuable ideas from the range of
source material available. Whatever article or exhibition we create from our notes are then
likely to be of a higher standard as a result.
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We also reference what we’ve read to help other people find useful ideas. Bob Trubshaw
describes this as leaving “sufficient footprints to enable subsequent researchers to easily
follow back to original sources”.® We need to show exactly where we copied Trubshaw’s
words from, so we’ve used a footnote to reference his book. You can see the citation at the
bottom of this page. Using this information, anyone could find the paragraph the quotation

comes from, in its original context.

Rules about referencing can be very specific, and you may be asked to present them
differently depending on where you’re sharing your stories. It's a good idea to speak to
whoever is helping you to share your research to see what they recommend. For example,
some publishers may have a particular ‘house style’ they want authors to adopt.

It's important to make a note of at least some bibliographic information about the sources
you’ve used, even if you’ve not yet decided how you’ll share your research. As anyone who
has ever forgotten where they found a vital piece of information will tell you, it can be
almost impossible to track down a source again if you didn’t make a note!

We would always recommend trying to capture the following:

e The name of the author, where there is one. This might be a person, a group of
people or an organisation. If it isn’t clear who created a source, then you can note
down any information you know about them, e.g. a shop worker in Lydney;

e The date the source was created. Again you might not know for certain unless it’s a
published book, but you might be able to estimate a period of time from the
contents;

e The title of the source, or a description of it so others would recognise it. If it's a
published work it may be part of a larger volume, or it may stand alone. Try to note
as much information as you can to allow anyone to identify it later; and

e Where you found it. If you’re taking notes from a library book this is fairly
straightforward as it will have a reference number and page numbers to highlight
specific paragraphs. Archival documents should have a finding reference that you
used to order the source, but it may not have been catalogued in any detail so the
more you can say about the part you're looking at the better. In a set of letters or a
bundle of deeds, for example, you should make a note of the date (or another
distinguishing feature) of the letter or deed you were looking at.

e If the source belongs to you or someone else, try to add as much as possible about
how you (or they) got it originally. This information will also be important if you plan
to deposit material with Gloucestershire Archives, or add it to a community
collection.

You can find out more about referencing in the ‘other resources’ section at the end of this
guide.

! Bob Trubshaw How to write and publish local history (Loughborough: Heart of Albion Press, 1999), p. 19.
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How we take notes

Once we know what notes we need to take from a source, we can think about how to
present that information. Some people find particular approaches suit their style of learning
better than others.

Some researchers choose to take a linear approach, using index cards or drawing tables with
headings to help organise their information. Computers can also be used to keep
information in spreadsheets or databases. This approach can be useful if you want to be
certain each source is captured in a similar way, but it’s not always easy to show links
between sources when notes are kept in this form.

Other researchers prefer a visual style using diagrams, lines, shapes and colours to show
how the different ideas they’ve collected fit together. The technique known as ‘mind-
mapping’ would be one example of this approach. Working this way can be useful if you're
trying to understand relationships between people or events, but it can be difficult to find
space for all the details you want to collect.

In practice most researchers use a combination of these two approaches, tailored to the
purpose of their own project. For example, we may choose to keep detailed information
about where Private James’ extended family were born, married and died on a spreadsheet
on the computer, but it may help us understand how they’re all related if we sketch out a
family tree as well.

Whatever form your notes take, please do remember to keep them somewhere safe
(including backing up anything you have on your computer).

You can find books to help you with effective note-taking and a range of other study skills at
Gloucestershire Libraries: www.gloucestershire.gov.uk/libraries.

Keeping records

If we plan to use a note soon after we make it we might get away with jotting words on a
scrap of paper and dropping it in our bag, but most notes we make for research are part of a
far bigger story.

For most local and family historians notes taken from sources join boxes full of notes taken
over many years, and that probably cover a range of topics. These notes are only valuable if
they still make sense to us later, and for that they also need to be organised. Now that it’s
easier for us to take photos or copies of sources we look at, organising our research notes
probably also means organising masses of supporting information.

Decisions about organisation begin by reminding ourselves of our purpose: what are we
trying to achieve? Whether it’s for personal interest, community learning or a fully-funded
project, returning to your objective will help you choose the best structure for your notes.
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http://capitadiscovery.co.uk/gloslibraries/items?query=subject%3A%28Study+skills%29&offset=0
http://www.gloucestershire.gov.uk/libraries

Organising research notes

The structure we choose for our notes will reflect how we think we will use them. To return
to the earlier example, is it important for us to keep notes relating to Private James’ life in
the village separate from notes about his military service? Is it important that we keep
notes in chronological order? Or do we want to organise our notes around the key stages of
his life: notes about his childhood, marriage and children, community activities, and finally
military service? Do we want to keep notes about his wife and children after 1918 in a
separate file?

However you organise your notes you’ll find that having clear headings for each new set of
notes and using consistent approaches to note-taking will be helpful. Using wallets, file
dividers and an index page to separate physical notes into manageable sections will make
finding ideas again so much easier.

If you’re using a computer to keep notes, or even a piece of specialist software, then similar
principles apply. Adopting consistent file names and folder descriptions will help you find
your work again in the future, but be careful about the length of the file names you use.
New research is showing that files with names of more than 256 characters can be difficult
for computers to open, in the future. This might sound like a lot, but this amount includes
the folder ‘path’ as well. For example, this file’s name and ‘path’ are 67 characters long:
C:\MyDocuments\WW!IResearch\Tibberton\WarMemorial\Private_Jones.docx.

Gloucestershire Archives’ guidance on how to keep and store the records of a club, society
or organisation contains useful ideas for organising material. You can download a copy at
www.gloucestershire.gov.uk/archives/deposit.

Keeping group notes

If you’re working with other people on a larger project, you’ve probably had to find a way of
organising your notes that supports every aspect of your group’s research. You may have
separate filing systems in place for different parts of your project. You may even have some
notes in paper files and others stored on a computer. This isn’t a problem, as long as you
know where everything is (and have backup copies of computer files).

It’s important that those who need access to particular parts of a project can get the access
they need. If they’re shared notes in a physical rather than an electronic format, this also
includes making sure they are legible. Taking effective notes takes a lot of time and effort,
so it’s important that we make sure our colleagues or successors can read them in the
future.

It’s also very important that any sensitive personal information is stored so that people who
aren’t authorised to access it can’t do so. You can find out more about data protection on
the Information Commissioner’s Office website: ico.org.uk/for-organisations/guide-to-data-

protection/.
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http://www.gloucestershire.gov.uk/archives/deposit
https://ico.org.uk/for-organisations/guide-to-data-protection/
https://ico.org.uk/for-organisations/guide-to-data-protection/

Looking after original material

During your research you may have collected original material and items from friends and
family — original certificates, personal diaries, photographs, medals or recordings, for
example — as well as having your own notes and supporting information.

If your work is a formal project, particularly if it’s funded by the Heritage Lottery Fund, you
may have an objective to arrange for long-term preservation of material you’ve collected,
and of your project’s records. Even if your work hasn’t been funded, you may wish to do
this anyway.

The way in which archival material is stored, catalogued and shared can have a big impact
on how valuable it is and how long it lasts. For this reason, Gloucestershire Archives offer
guidance to individuals, groups and community archives on keeping records safely. Please
visit their website to learn more: www.gloucestershire.gov.uk/archives/deposit.

Other resources
Note-taking:

Sir Keith Thomas, Fellow of All Souls College Oxford and Chairman of the Wolfson History
Prize, writes about his own experiences of learning to take effective notes. This article
was published in the London Review of Books (Vol. 32, No. 11, 10 June 2010, pages 36-
37): www.Irb.co.uk/v32/n11/keith-thomas/diary

Critical reading:

The National Archives’ guide to working with original documents is available here:
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/education/students/working-with-records/

Referencing:

The University of Gloucestershire’s online tutorial for referencing using the Modern
Humanities Research Association (MHRA) style is available on their website:
ist.glos.ac.uk/referencing/mhra/index.html (also available as a downloadable guide
insight.glos.ac.uk/departments/lis/resources/Documents/MHRA quickref 09-10.pdf)

Keeping records:

Additional information about cataloguing for community archives can be found via the
Community Archives and Heritage Group’s website: www.communityarchives.org.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2014/05/community archives cataloguing guidelines v1.pdf

In addition to Gloucestershire Libraries’” resources highlighted earlier, Cathy DeShano and
Emily Schroeder’s guide to historical research includes many of the areas we’ve covered in
this guide. You can find the article at www.williamcronon.net/researching/notetaking.htm.
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http://www.gloucestershire.gov.uk/archives/deposit
http://www.lrb.co.uk/v32/n11/keith-thomas/diary
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/education/students/working-with-records/
http://ist.glos.ac.uk/referencing/mhra/index.html
http://insight.glos.ac.uk/departments/lis/resources/Documents/MHRA_quickref_09-10.pdf
http://www.communityarchives.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/05/community_archives_cataloguing_guidelines_v1.pdf
http://www.communityarchives.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/05/community_archives_cataloguing_guidelines_v1.pdf
http://capitadiscovery.co.uk/gloslibraries/items?query=subject%3A%28Study+skills%29&offset=0
http://www.williamcronon.net/researching/notetaking.htm

