
Primary and Secondary Sources 

What are they? 



What is a Primary Source 

• A primary source is an 
original object or document; 
first-hand information. 

• Primary source is material 
written or produced in the 
time period that you may be 
investigating. 

• Primary sources enable the 
researcher to get as close as 
possible to what actually 
happened during an historical 
event or time period.    
 
 

 
 



Primary Source 
• Diaries and journals  

• Ex. The Diary of Anne Frank 

• Autobiographies 
• Speeches 

• Ex. Lincoln’s “Gettysburg Address” 

• Historical Documents 
• Ex. The Declaration of Independence; other government documents 

• Published first-hand accounts, or stories are considered primary resources 
• Ex. Video of Senator McCain after he was released from being a POW; his 

account of his experience as a POW during the 2008 Presidential campaign 

• Sound Recordings and interviews are considered primary resources 
• Ex. Televised interviews of President Obama during the 2008 Presidential 

campaign 

• Photographs and Videos 
• Note: taken during the event 

• Letters are considered primary documents 
• Ex. Soldiers during wars wrote to their families about war events they 

experienced 

 
 
 



What is a Secondary Source? 

• A secondary source is 
something written about a 
primary source.  

• Secondary sources are written 
"after the fact" - that is, at a later 
date. 

• Usually the author of a secondary 
source will have studied the 
primary sources of an historical 
period or event and will then 
interpret the "evidence" found in 
these sources. 

• You can think of secondary sources 
as second-hand information.  

 
 



Secondary Sources 

• Biographies 

• Encyclopedias 

• Textbooks 

 

Almanacs, encyclopedias, history books 
(textbooks), etc. are all secondary sources 
because they were written “after” the these events 
occurred. 

 

 

 



Primary or Secondary Sources? 

• Newspaper and Magazine articles can 
be a primary or secondary sources.   

▫ If the article was written at the time 
something happened, then it is a 
primary source.   

▫ Example: The articles written  on 
Barack Obama’s inauguration in 
2009 are primary sources. 

▫ However, if a reporter in 2009 
wrote about George Washington’s 
inauguration using information 
written by someone else (1789), that 
would be a secondary source. 



Secondary Source 

• Think about it like this…. 
• If I tell you something, I am 

the primary source. If you 
tell someone else what I 
told you, you are the 
secondary source.  

• Secondary source materials 
can be articles in 
newspapers, magazines, 
books or articles found that 
evaluate or criticize 
someone else's original 
research 


