
Transcribe
Your Family History Records

Task 7



Why Transcribe Family Records?
• Make handwritten documents searchable
• Preserve fragile originals by reducing handling
• Share easily with family members worldwide
• Create backup copies for security
• Help future generations read old handwriting



Common Family History Documents
• Census records
• Birth, marriage, and death certificates
• Military records
• Immigration documents
• Family letters and diaries
• Bible records
• Land deeds and wills
• School records



Example of Challenging Handwriting 
Common Problems:
• Faded ink or pencil
• Unfamiliar script styles
• Abbreviated words
• Damaged or stained documents
• Different spelling conventions



Getting Started the Traditional Way
• Use good lighting and magnification
• Work with photocopies, not originals
• Start with documents you can mostly read
• Research historical context for unfamiliar terms



Standard Practices to Follow
• Type exactly what you see, including errors
• Use [brackets] for uncertain readings
• Use [illegible] for unreadable sections
• Note obvious errors with [sic]
• Preserve original spelling and punctuation
• Include your name and date of transcription
• Always cite the source document

1640 will of John Edenborowe of Hose, Leicestershire



How Artificial Intelligence Can Help
• Optical Character Recognition (OCR) has improved dramatically
• AI can now read cursive handwriting
• Free and paid tools available
• Great starting point, but always verify results
• Particularly helpful for typed documents

Prompt using ChatGPT 4
As an experienced genealogist do you think that you 
could transcribe this handwritten document?



Free AI Transcription Tools
No-Cost Options to Try:
• Microsoft OneNote (Copilot)
• ChatGPT
• Claude
• Bing – works in Edge browser
• Perplexity
• Transkribus – specialised for historical documents
• Gemini

ChatGPT & Claude
Convert handwriting to text:
Both ChatGPT and Claude have free versions that can transcribe handwritten 
text. Claude, however, tends to preserve the historical aspect of the document 
better.
To convert handwriting to text, do the following:
1. Upload a clear image of the document.
2. Prompt ChatGPT or Claude to “Please transcribe this handwritten text” 



AI Success Tips
Getting Better Results:
• Ensure good image quality (300+ DPI scans)
• Crop to focus on text sections
• Adjust brightness and contrast if needed
• Try different tools - they have different strengths
• Break up large documents into sections
• Always proofread AI results carefully



Hybrid Approach – Best of Both Worlds
Recommended Workflow:
1. Start with AI transcription for initial draft
2. Compare with original document carefully
3. Research questionable names and places
4. Use traditional methods for problem areas
5. Verify dates and relationships make sense
6. Create final clean transcription



1661 will of Elizabeth Edenborow of Orston, Nottingham

Original My transcription

AI transcription by 
ChatGPT 4



Common Mistakes to Avoid
• Assuming AI transcription is 100% accurate
• Modernizing historical spelling
• Transcribing from poor quality images
• Not backing up your work
• Forgetting to cite sources
• Getting discouraged by difficult documents



Helpful Websites
• ChatGPT – https://help.openai.com/en/articles/9275245-chatgpt-free-tier-faq 

• Transkribus.org – https://help.transkribus.org/beginners-guide-to-transkribus 

• Claude – https://www.meetjamie.ai/blog/how-to-use-claude 

• YouTube tutorials on using AI to transcribe handwritten documents
• And of course, ask Google
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