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RUSA Guidelines for Instruction in Genealogical Librarianship 

History:  

Prepared by the Genealogy Committee of the History Section (HS) of the Reference and User Services Association (RUSA) 

of the American Library Association (ALA). Originally prepared as Guidelines for a Unit or Course of Instruction in 

Genealogical Research at Schools of Library and Information Science 1995, Revised 2004 and 2007, approved by the 

RUSA Board of Directors, January 2007. Revised 2002. Approved by the HS Executive Committee, March 2022. Approved 

by the RUSA Professional Resources Committee, 7/7/2023. 

 

Purpose: 

These guidelines serve faculty members who design and/or teach a genealogical librarianship course, or who 

include such content in a broader course. In addition, those who provide continuing education to library 

professionals in the area of genealogical resources and services can use these guidelines to identify 

appropriate topics. 

 

Introduction: 

Effectively meeting the information needs of genealogy patrons requires specialized knowledge and skills. 

Librarians serving genealogy patrons should be trained to assist patrons in becoming information literate in 

genealogical research. These librarians need to know how to assist patrons in achieving their genealogical 

goals of locating, evaluating, and recording information. They should be able to familiarize patrons with basic 

genealogical research methodologies and how to formulate research questions and a research plan. 

Depending upon library policies and procedures, these librarians may provide limited genealogical research 

services. They are also expected to be able to assist researchers in navigating the broader environment of 

historical and genealogical resources and services, including referrals to other repositories and societies. 

Librarians serving genealogy patrons have a role in collecting, preserving, and making accessible materials 

needed for effective genealogical research, and may collaborate with volunteers and organizations such as 

local historical and genealogical societies in achieving these goals. Practical instruction in genealogical 

librarianship prepares public, special, and academic librarians to better serve genealogy patrons by developing 

such knowledge and skills. 

1.0 Course Content 

 

Instruction in genealogical librarianship should encompass the following core content. Each content topic has 

a corresponding section below that lists recommended learning concepts to include. 
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2.0 Overview of genealogical research and the librarian's role in assisting patrons 

3.0 Basic genealogical research methodology and major research resources 

4.0 Orientation and education of patrons, including library programming 

5.0 The genealogical reference interview 

6.0 Genealogical collection management 

7.0 Genealogical research and lookup services 

8.0 Referrals to other repositories, online resources, and professional genealogists 

9.0 Working with volunteers 

10.0 Working collaboratively with local genealogical and historical societies 

11.0 Ethical and legal issues  

12.0 Professional development of genealogical librarians 

 

2.0 Overview of genealogical research and the librarian's role in assisting patrons 

 

2.1 Librarians should accommodate genealogical researchers' varying goals, motivations, and experience levels 

by providing resources and services. 

2.2 Librarians and other library staff should provide: patron orientation to use of resources and services, basic 

reference service, access to online resources, a reference collection, circulating books, interlibrary loan, 

referrals to other resource centers when appropriate, microform reading/printing equipment, and other 
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3.3 Librarians should show patrons how to search bibliographies, library catalogs, local files, online resources, 

and genealogical/biographical indexes to learn if ancestors are included in published or manuscript resources 
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6.1 Genealogical collections are covered in more detail in other guidelines available from the Reference and 

hƐĞƌ�^ĞƌǀŝĐĞƐ��ƐƐŽĐŝĂƚŝŽŶ͕�ŝŶĐůƵĚŝŶŐ�͞Zh^��'Ƶidelines for Establishing, Developing, and Maintaining Genealogy 

ĂŶĚ�>ŽĐĂů�,ŝƐƚŽƌǇ��ŽůůĞĐƚŝŽŶƐ͘͟ 

6.2 Genealogical reference services may be provided even without a local collection on-site; therefore, 

training for use of databases and online collections shŽƵůĚ�ďĞ�ĐŽŶƐŝĚĞƌĞĚ�Ă�ƉĂƌƚ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ůŝďƌĂƌŝĂŶ͛Ɛ�ƉƵƌǀŝĞǁ͘� 

7.0 Genealogical research and lookup services 

  

Genealogy reference services often involve extensive conversations with patrons as well as requests for name 

searches and other lookups across multiple resources. Librarians engaging in genealogical research and lookup 

ƐĞƌǀŝĐĞƐ�ƐŚŽƵůĚ�ĚĞĨĞƌ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ůŝďƌĂƌǇ͛Ɛ�ƉŽůŝĐŝĞƐ�ŽŶ�ŚŽǁ�ŵƵĐŚ�ƚŝŵĞ�ƐŚŽƵůĚ�ďĞ�ƐƉĞŶƚ�ŽŶ�ƚŚĞƐĞ�ŝŶƋƵŝƌŝĞƐ͕�ĂŶĚ�ŝĨ�ŝŶ-

depth research consultations are an approved public service. 

  

7.1 The library should provide basic research and lookup services to patrons, including use of interlibrary loan, 

when needed. 

 7.2 These services may be provided face-to-face, via phone, email, or by other timely methods.  

7.3 The library may apply an appropriate fee schedule to recover printing and postage costs. 

7.4 The library should provide clear, written policies that explain and offer services, including the scope of the 

services, the maximum amount of staff effort allowed, and any fees. These policies should be publicized on the 

library's website and by any other appropriate means. 

7.5 In instances where the library cannot provide assistance on specific topics or questions, the library should 

inform the patron of viable alternatives such as online databases, webinars, wikis, volunteers, genealogical 

societies, and professional researchers.  

8.0 Referrals to other repositories, online resources, and professional genealogists 

  

Genealogical research assistance often requires librarians to make referrals to institutions, organizations, 

ĐŽŵƉĂŶŝĞƐ͕�ĂŶĚ�ŽƚŚĞƌ�ƌĞƐŽƵƌĐĞƐ͕�ĨŽƌ�ƉĂƚƌŽŶ�ŝŶĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶĂů͕�ŝŶƐƚƌƵĐƚŝŽŶĂů͕�Žƌ�ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶĂů�ŶĞĞĚƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞ�ůŝďƌĂƌǇ͛Ɛ�

collections and services cannot meet. 

  

Librarians should be familiar with the following types of institutions, repositories, organizations, and services 

in order to provide proper referrals: 

  

8.1 Other libraries, including nearby public, academic, and special libraries. 

8.2 FamilySearch centers and FamilySearch affiliate libraries. 

8.3 Local, state, regional, and national archives. 

8.4 Local, county, state, and national records offices. 

8.5 Local, state, and national genealogical/historical societies. 

8.6 Funeral home and cemetery offices. 

8.7 Religious institutions. 

8.8 Websites offering genealogy directories, mailing lists, message boards, blogs, and podcasts. 

8.9 Companies and organizations offering local or online educational services. 
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8.10 Companies and organizations offering genealogy software, magazines, books, database subscriptions, 

and other products. 

8.11 Directories of professional genealogists, such as the Association of Professional Genealogists and the 

Board of Certified Genealogists. 

9.0 Working with volunteers 

 

Librarians should be familiar with their library's policy on the use of volunteers to supplement the regular 

library staff. Work with volunteers should adhere to best practices, including attention to legal, ethical, and 

other concerns. Current information on use of volunteers advocated by the American Library Association, the 

American Association for State and Local History, the Society of American Archivists, and other relevant 

professional organizations is recommended in the drafting of volunteer policies. 

10.0 Working collaboratively with local genealogical and historical societies 

  

Librarians should work with staff and volunteers at other institutions in order to maximize access to 

genealogical resources, both physical and di6.0000094
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Further Reading:  

�ŵĞƌŝĐĂŶ�>ŝďƌĂƌǇ��ƐƐŽĐŝĂƚŝŽŶ͘�͞WƌŽĨĞƐƐŝŽŶĂů��ƚŚŝĐƐ͘͟��ĐĐĞƐƐĞĚ��ĞĐĞŵďĞƌ�ϭϰ͕�ϮϬϭϴ͘�http://www.ala.org/tools/ethics. 

ͶͶͶ

http://www.ala.org/tools/ethics
http://www.ala.org/tools/volunteers-libraries
https://www.apgen.org/ethics/
https://copyright.cornell.edu/publicdomain
https://www.vivid-pix.com/librarian/
http://www.familysearch.org/wiki/en/Main_Page
http://listserv.usf.edu/scripts/wa.exe?A0=GENEALIB
https://digitalcommons.usf.edu/genealib_archive/
/rusa/sections/history/resources
https://www.vivid-pix.com/librarian/
https://www2.archivists.org/standards/best-practices-for-volunteers-in-archives

