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Primary Resource Guide 

 

How to Use a Primary Source without Losing Your Mind (or G.P.A)  

 

Primary resource research is important when it comes to learning about historical topics or 

writing an essay. But how do we use primary sources? Where do we get them? Are they always 

accurate?  

What are primary and secondary sources? 

Primary sources are actual things from the past that tell the story of the past. These are things 

like letters, diaries, or documents from that time. Primary sources can also be articles of 

clothing or other material things. Usually people who produce primary sources are people 

directly involved in events. For example, for the Quakers the writings of William Penn are 

primary sources.  

Secondary sources are books, articles, or other things that people have produced about the 

time period after the time period. So a biography written about George Penn would be a 

secondary source.  

Where can you find primary sources? 

You can find primary sources in many places. Libraries may have published collections of letters 

and diaries. You could also go to an archive which is a collection of historical documents or 

items—many colleges, libraries, or sometimes families have one. There are also Internet 

archives where primary sources have been uploaded for people to access. Archives can be 

collections with material on a lot of different topics or there are archives that are really focused 

on one group or person.  

What do you do once you have primary sources?  

To use a primary source you have to be careful. People writing those are still people. They 

might make mistakes or be biased when they retell an event. You should ask yourself questions 

while reading through primary sources: Why did the author write this? What was its purpose? 

Are they being unfair to someone because of what ‘side’ they’re on? Who wrote this?  

Reading though primary sources is often like being a detective—you have to figure out the 

motivations behind a person either writing a piece or the purpose of them owning an object, 

etc. It’s your job to use context clues, what you know already about the period, and anything 

you might know about the person to use a primary source accurately.  

 



How do you cite? 

You must always cite any outside sources you used to get information for your project or paper. 

Otherwise, you could get into serious trouble with your school or even the law. In the field of 

history most people use a form of citation called Turabian (it’s also known as Chicago-style—

like the pizza). Check out the Purdue Online Writing Center for more information on how to cite 

sources.  

Still not sure… 

Go to your school or local library and ask a librarian! They’ll be able to point to sources—both 

primary and secondary—that will help you on your journey to writing a well-researched paper 

or creating a historically accurate project.  

 

 


