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INTRODUCTION 
 
Historians primarily use two kinds of sources, primary and secondary sources. These, 
especially primary sources, are the most important kinds of evidence a historian uses, and 
you cannot do well in a history class without using them. A historian must be able to find, 
evaluate, and use primary and secondary sources. Unfortunately, there is a lot of garbage 
out there, especially on the internet, so finding the best sources can be tricky sometimes. 
This brief guide is intended to help you with this process. 
 
PRIMARY SOURCES 
 
Primary sources, also called original sources, are first-hand sources (hence the name 
primary, as in “first”; it might help to think of them like primary colors, which can be used 
to create all the other colors). These are documents, images, or other artifacts that come 
directly from the time of or people involved with a historical topic. For someone 
researching the Revolutionary War, orders written by George Washington, a memoir 
written by a veteran of the Continental Army, or a contemporary account of the Battle of 
Yorktown would be primary sources. Primary sources are either first-hand sources written 
by someone involved directly with the events (like a letter, journal entry, or speech) or a 
contemporary to the time period (like a newspaper article). Primary sources can be 
physical or electronic images and recorded sounds as well; live video of the Space Shuttle 
Challenger disaster could be a primary source for a history of American space flight, and a 
recording of Elvis Presley could be a primary source for a history of American music.  
 
Most historians use primary sources from archives or published collections. For a student 
in an introductory history class, the best place to find primary sources is likely going to be 
in some kind of curated collection. Our library and other academic libraries have a variety 
of primary sources, both physically and electronically. Generally speaking, primary sources 
published by university presses and reputable commercial presses are good, useful 
sources. 
 
Many primary source collections can be found online. The Internet Modern History 
Sourcebook edited by Paul Halsall (https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/mod/modsbook.asp) 
is one good example of an online source collection; Halsall has direct excerpts from and 
links to a variety of sources, organized by topic and time period.  
 
When you want to find primary sources online, simply opening up a search engine and 
entering the subject you’re interested in along with the words “primary sources” can give 
you a lot of useful material. Just be sure to check the quality of the site and the source itself.  
 



A note about using excerpted or fragmentary primary sources: Sometimes, it is easy to find 
only part of a primary source. Most primary sources in textbooks or sourcebooks, for 
example, are only part of what might be a very long document. It’s always best when 
possible to go to the original primary source, but for an introductory history class, it’s 
generally OK to use an excerpt from a reliable academic source. Using a quotation from a 
Facebook meme, an inspirational poster, or another untrustworthy and non-curated source 
is not generally acceptable. You should not use a source that does not have a clearly-stated 
origin. A reputable, reliable website will make it clear where a source has come from.  
 
Finally, it gets a little beyond the scope of this guide, but just because something is a 
primary source, that does not mean it is automatically accurate or reliable. People are 
wrong about things all the time today; they were wrong about things all the time in the 
past, too. Being a historian means analyzing and evaluating primary sources, taking into 
account any limitations and biases in order to develop the fullest understanding of the past. 
Medieval peoples thought that poisonous miasma caused illnesses like the bubonic plague; 
they were mistaken, but we can still use their recollections and descriptions to help us 
understand what actually happened.   
 
SECONDARY SOURCES  
 
Secondary sources are written by people using primary sources to analyze and understand 
a historical event. Generally speaking, they are written well after a historical event has 
happened. A book or journal article written by a historian is usually a secondary source. A 
work that mainly uses secondary sources is known as a tertiary source; a textbook or 
encyclopedia would usually be considered a tertiary source. Wikipedia is a tertiary source, 
though most substantial Wikipedia articles about historical topics have good lists of 
secondary sources and sometimes primary sources in the references section at the bottom 
of the page. 
 
For a student in an introductory history class, the key to finding good secondary sources is 
to search a trusted source. Our library and other academic libraries have a variety of 
published secondary sources available, both physically and electronically. Generally 
speaking, secondary sources published by university presses and reputable commercial 
presses are good, useful sources, although be careful of history books written by people 
who are famous as some other kind of celebrity.  
 
Similarly, you are generally on safe ground using a secondary source from a reputable 
historical journal like the American Historical Review or the Journal of Global History. Many 
such journals have blogs or online magazines that can be very easy to access and use. There 
are predatory and dishonest journals that pretend to be reliable, often with confusing or 
misleading names (though more commonly in the sciences than in the humanities and 
social sciences), so if you are not sure, always do a cross-reference search on a journal, 
article, and author.  
 
Overall, it is easier to find bad secondary sources online than bad primary sources. A web 
search for a particular topic and “primary sources” will usually bring up a pretty good 



collection of primary sources, though not always on reliable sites or with clear 
documentation. But searching for “history of [topic]” can result in misleading pop history 
websites, unreliable hobbyists, YouTube cartoons for children, and propaganda, especially 
for a controversial topic. You should always exercise the greatest caution in using 
secondary sources that are not from a definitively reliable author and/or site.  
 
When in doubt, the best way for a student to find a good secondary source on a topic is to 
go to the library and find a book by a reputable university press about the subject. This will 
almost always lead you to somewhere trustworthy. It isn’t hard; once you get the hang of 
using an index and skimming a book or journal, you can find good information for many 
topics in a library as quickly as and more reliably than you can obtain it online. And if you 
cannot find something, librarians love to help; that’s why a person becomes a librarian.  
 
GENERAL BEST PRACTICES FOR ONLINE SOURCES 
 
If you just enter “Civil War history” or something like that into a search engine, your results 
may be mixed; a search for a contentious subject almost certainly will be filled with 
unhelpful and incorrect material. Oftentimes you will find something useful, especially for a 
less controversial subject, but you can also find yourself overwhelmed by useless or even 
misleading sources. There are a few things you can do to help ensure that the source you 
have found is not a garbage source.  
 
The most important thing to do is check the reliability of both the author/editor of a source 
and the website they use. Does the author’s/editor’s name clearly appear on the page or 
document, with some explanation of who they are? Is it a reputable scholarly or academic 
website? Not every reliable site has a specific author listed—many exhibits on the Library 
of Congress website do not—but no obvious indications of authorship is a sign to proceed 
carefully. Searching the name of a website, organization, or author is often necessary. 
 
Similarly, the website itself should be trustworthy. Well-known newspapers and magazines 
or university websites are generally more reliable than an anonymous Tumblr account or 
.biz website trying to sell you something (although be careful—there is a big difference 
between what will be published by a newspaper or magazine as news, analysis, or 
editorial). Good websites will make their mission, backing, and staffing clear. A good blog 
by professional historians, like The Junto (https://earlyamericanists.com/), will not hide its 
authorship or institutional connections. A “FAQ”/”About”-type page should be obvious and 
useful. Sometimes, an individual who is a genuine expert will have a useful personal 
website, but it is just as easy for a crank to make a website as it is for a scholar. 
 
Looking at the web address can help. A website ending in .edu, .gov, and usually .org is 
more reliable than a .com or .net (but not always). Be careful with a .com website, 
especially big name commercial ones. Popular history websites like history.com or 
about.com are, as a general rule, mediocre at best, though they may host useful primary 
sources (especially videos and images from recent history). They can sometimes be helpful 
for getting objective facts, like the date of a battle or when a vice president was born, but 
you should be careful even with that. Looking at the web address is not a foolproof system, 



especially for evaluating international websites, but it can provide additional evidence on 
whether you should trust a site.  
 
One good way to make sure a site or source is reliable is to cross-reference a source. If you 
can’t find any other references to an author online, that’s not a good sign. A quotation that 
sounds too good to be true on one of those quote-a-day websites might be misattributed, 
taken or edited out of context, or even entirely fabricated.  
 
SOME CONCLUDING REMARKS ABOUT ONLINE SOURCES 
 
Unfortunately, there is no single reference point or checklist that will make it easy to tell if 
an unfamiliar website is reliable or not. There are popular tests (like the well-known 
CRAAP test) that can easily be gamed or faked by dishonest actors. Internet search engines 
provide a wealth of information, access to almost anyone or anything in the world—with 
all the good and bad that can mean. But by being careful and ensuring the reliability of an 
author and website, you can usually find good primary and secondary sources online. And 
again, when in doubt, libraries exist for a reason: librarians are trained experts in finding 
good, reliable information, and they are there to help. 


