
Pointers for Editing a
Genealogy Website
BY MARTIN FISCHER

As professional family history researchers,

we seek to publicize our services wherever
possible. Today, one of the best ways of
marketing ourselves is with a professional

looking, search-engine-optimized website.
It could be a simple one-page list of
services and contact information. A more
effective, more convincing, site would also

display a comprehensive portfolio of the
kind of work we do and exemplify our
diligence with its high quality writing and
editing.

Such a site may be developed from

scratch as a marketing vehicle or may evolve
from a personal £unily history research
project. I pursued the latter scenario: I

planned and designed my own personal
family history website years before I

contemplated becoming a professional
genealogist. A website's advantage is its
flexibility and expandability. It can be
quickly and easily updated and revised as
new family history information becomes
available and as additional articles are

written and more photos taken.

For those who may be technologically
challenged, there are many professional

website designers who are eager to sell
you their services. If you hire someone for
this purpose, be certain that you will have
control of its content, including the ability
to revise and update it. Also, make sure
that you understand all of the COStSthat are
involved, including the monthly Internet

service provider fees and any additional

charges for making revisions or updates.
For those who are a bit more tech-

savvy, learning how to use one of
the established Web design software

programs such as Adobe Dreamweaver
CS4 or Microsoft Expression Web may
be worthwhile. They contain templates
that can easily be customized to create a
professional-looking site. For additional

creative control, these what-you-see-is-

what-you-get programs can also be used
to starr Web pages from scratch without

using the templates.
You do not need to know computer

programming or HTML to create a
website. When I first designed my website
in December 2003, I used Microsoft
FrontPage 2003, which came with access
to free online tutorials at <www.office.

microsoft.corn». I worked through a
series of six lessons, each one less than an
hour long, to learn how to use FrontPage.
Similar online tutorials are available with
the more current Web design programs.

Getting the Word Out
In 2004, when I first uploaded my
personal family history website, I sent
e-rnail notices to every relative whose
e-rnail address I had and mailed letters
to many who did not have e-rnail. I
also posted an e-rnail to several online

genealogy mailing lists announcing its
creation. Then I submitted a request to be
added to Cyndi's List of Genealogy Sites
on the Internet -cwww.cyndislist.com».

Even though I had done nothing to
ask to be included in Google's search
engine results, I found that soon after
taking the above steps, my site was

reachable through Google just by typing
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the key words from the main headline of

my site in the search box.
Today, however, with the expansive

growth of websites worldwide and

changes in the way the major search
engines function, it may be more

difficult for a new site to get noticed.
This is where search engine optimization
(SEO) comes in.

As is the case with website design,
there are professional SEO specialists
who seek to be hired to enhance your
website in a way that will improve its

placement in the major search engine
results pages. Higher placement in
Google and Yahoo! will increase the

probability that more people will look
at your website when they are seeking
genealogical services.

But if you are comfortable with
modifying your own website, then there
are a few easy steps you can take to

optimize your site without having to hire
an SEO professional:

l. Write headlines for every page of
your site that include key words that
are likely to be used by online readers
seeking your genealogy services.

2. "Front load" the beginning of those
headlines with the key words.

3. Write straightforward, factual Web
page headlines that avoid subtlety,
plays on words, PUllS, jokes, literary
allusions, or poetic expressions.

4. Include key words in or near the
beginning of the first sentence of the
first paragraph of each website page.

5. If you have the technical know-
how to work with your website's

'source code, then create keywords
meta-tags that list the words that
potential clients may be typing into
their search engines. Example: <meta
namee'lkeywords" content="family
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history, genealogy, family tree,
ancestors, relatives, research" / >.

Making such changes to your website
may attract more viewers. You also need
to make sure what they find when they

get there enhances your reputation.

Quality Counts
Proofreading an online site before it

goes live ensures that all of the basics are
correct-grammar, punctuation, spelling,
syntax, and usage-and that it maximizes

readers' understanding of the content
through accuracy, clarity, completeness,
consistency, and readability.

Here are the steps I would recommend
for anyone involved in developing an
online site:

1. Use your word processor's spell
checker and grammar checker early
in the writing of any content for the

site and again after any revisions are
made. Keep in mind that the spell
checker and the grammar checker
may not flag misused words or
instances of missing words.

2. Read the entire text word-for-word

at least twice. The first reading should
occur after the first draft is completed

in the word processing program.
Another reading should occur after
the content has been posted to the
website. Reading the same text in two
different formats (such as in Microsoft

WOrd and online, in WOrd and hard-
copy printout, in WOrd and in e-mail,

etc.) can be like having two different
sets of eyes looking at it. You may spot
an error in one format that may escape
detection in other formats. Additional
readings should take place after any
revisions have been implemented.

3. Break up long blocks of type to help ,
retain reader interest. Long grey

expanses of text can create an attention
deficit in the same way that long in-

person lectures can create boredom and
inattentiveness. Create clear paragraph
breaks that provide resting places for
the eyes and the mind in the process of

reading, thus helping viewers mentally

organize the content. Use one or more
of the following:

a. Paragraph indents
b. Vertical space between

paragraphs
c. Boldface lead-ins to start

different paragraphs or sections
d. Sub-headlines to separate

different sections

e. Photos, illustrations, logos, or
other graphic elements

4. Be sure that any bulleted lists have
parallel sentence structure and
minimal redundancies.

5. Review all online links (URLs both
within and outside the site, e-mail
addresses) contained on the site. If
there are any obsolete links try to find
the current link for the intended site.
If the site no longer exists, look for a
suitable substitute or leave it out.

6. Double-check any headlines or titles

for accuracy and spelling.
7. Make sure the names of any people,

dates, addresses, or other key factual
information are accurate and spelled
correctly.

8. Look for any inconsistencies
throughout the site. Are the following

presented uniformly in look, design,
and typography:

a. Headlines, titles, subject

headings (Does each category
have the same size, font style,
and boldness throughout?)

b. Body text (Same font style and

size of type rhroughourr)
e. Punctuation (Does the site use

the straight quote marks or the
curly "smart" quote marks? Are

commas and periods placed
within quotation marks?)

d. Dashes (Are hyphens, en
dashes, and em dashes used
appropriately?)

e. Overall Web page design (Do
pages with similar content also
share a similar look?)

To recap, here are a few final tips for
genealogists who would like to create

their own websites:
1. Plan ahead. Create lists of content and
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rough sketches of the design for your

site before you start creating it.
2. Take your time. Prepare your site with

care and deliberation.
3. Do not be intimidated by the

technology. Use the "help" functions
provided by your sofrware if there is

something you want to do but are
having trouble accomplishing. If you
are continuing to have difficulties, then
post a query to your software program's

tech support site or users group.
4. After adding a substantial element

or modification to your site, do
not forget to save it. And after
you have saved it, upload your site
so the changes become effective
immediately.

5. Periodically back up your work.

Copy your complete website to
a jump drive, CD, or DVD to
ensure against unforeseen computer
problems that could destroy or

damage your work. Keep a copy off-
site, such as in a safe deposit box, ro
guard against disaster.

6. You want your site to be seen. Use
search engine optimization techniques
and contact relatives, friends, genealogy
mailing lists, and others who may be

interested in your services.

Following these suggestions should give
your genealogy site a more professional
look that enhances its credibility and
marketability, thus potentially attracting

more paying clients.

Martin Fischer is
a former Chicago
Tribune copy edi-
tor who has been
doing personal fam-
i!] history research
since the 1970s. His
proofreading pointers

are informed by a more than thirty-five year
career in journalism, and his knowledge of
search engine optimization is derived from
his professional experience writing headlines
for «unouichicagotribune.com». His geneal-
ogy website can be seen at <http://martin-
fischer. webs.com>.


