Primary and Secondary Sources Teacher Resource
"Primary sources are absolutely fundamental to history." Arthur Marwick, Professor of History
Historians use a wide variety of sources to answer questions about the past. In their research, history scholars use both primary sources and secondary sources. Primary sources are actual records that have survived from the past, such as letters, photographs, articles of clothing. Secondary sources are accounts of the past created by people writing about events sometime after they happened. Primary sources offer an inside view of a particular event. Examples include:

Original documents: autobiographies, diaries, e-mail, interviews, letters, minutes, by-laws, reports, published materials (newspapers, magazine and journal articles, books), visual and audio records, news film footage, cartoons and advertisements, photographs, research data (field notes, data sets, scientific experiments), speeches, manuscripts, journals, memos, memoirs, public opinion polls, government records (wills, deeds, court cases, official records, census records, licenses)

Creative works: art, drama, films, music, novels, poetry

Relics or artifacts: buildings, clothing, DNA, furniture, jewelry, pottery

To evaluate a primary source document, ask the following questions

· What is the tone of the document?  

· What is the document’s purpose?

· When and why was the document created?

· Who is the intended audience?

· Who created the document and what assumptions does the author make?

· Does the author agree or disagree with other authors of the subject?

· Does the content agree with what you know or have learned about the issue?

Secondary sources provide interpretation, explanation, analysis, description or restatement of a primary source.  Also, some secondary sources offer an argument or point of view in an effort to persuade.  These sources are one or more steps removed from the event. Secondary sources may have pictures, quotes or graphics of primary sources in them. Some types of secondary sources include: 

Publications: textbooks, magazine articles, histories, criticisms, commentaries, encyclopedias.  

Strengths and Weaknesses of Primary Sources

Potential difficulties with primary sources have the result that history is usually taught in schools using secondary sources. Although advisable to use primary sources if possible, writers may proceed to make use of secondary sources.  Primary sources avoid the problem of secondary sources, where each new author may distort and put their own spin on the findings.  However, a primary source is not necessarily more authoritative or accurate than a secondary source.  There can be bias and simplification of events. These errors may be corrected in secondary sources when subjected to peer review.

Historians consider the accuracy and objectiveness of the primary sources they are using.  A primary source such as journal entry (or online version, a blog) may only reflect one individual’s opinion on events, which may or may not be truthful, accurate or complete. Participants and eyewitnesses may misunderstand events or distort their reports to enhance their own image or importance. Such effects can increase over time, as people create a narrative that may not be accurate. For any source, primary or secondary, it is important for the researcher to evaluate the amount and direction of bias.  As an example, a government report may be an accurate and unbiased description of events, but it can be censored or altered for propaganda or cover-up purposes. The facts can be distorted to present the opposing sides in a negative light.

Finding Primary Sources

	Digital primary sources can be retrieved from a number of places.  The Library of Congress http://www.loc.gov/index.html  maintains several online digital collections.  Examples of these are American Memory http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/index.html  and Prints & Photographs Online Catalog http://www.loc.gov/pictures.  The National Archives http://www.archives.gov  also has such a tool called Access to Archival Databases. Using Primary Sources on the Web http://www.ala.org/ala/mgrps/divs/rusa/sections/history/resources/pubs/usingprimarysources/index.cfm  also contains many reputable sites linked to thousands of primary sources.

Citing Web Sites

It is important to provide complete information about your primary source whether found in a printed source or online. The basic elements to include in a citation for a published print source are: author of the document, title of the document, title of the book if different from the document, name of editor or author of the book, place of publication, publisher, year, and page numbers. The basic elements to include in a citation for an online source are: author of the document, title of the document, title of the web site, author or producer of the web site, url, date (if given) and date accessed. Various style formats such as Chicago, MLA and APA put these elements in different order using different conventions. 

Additional Resources


Primary Source Village http://www.library.uiuc.edu/village/primarysource/mod1/index.htm 

Primary Sources on the Web http://www.eduplace.com/ss/hmss/primary.html
Primary Sources http://www.win.tue.nl/~engels/discovery/primary.html
Primary Source Learning http://www.primarysourcelearning.org/
Primary Source Materials & Document Based Questions http://www.kn.pacbell.com/wired/fil/pages/listdocumentpa.html 

