
• After completing this quick tutorial you 

should be able to:

• 1) Identify different types of historical 

sources of information

• 2) Understand how to use these sources 

to reconstruct events of the past



Identifying sources
• There are two types of sources that historians 

use to reconstruct past events.

• 1) Primary sources – sources produced by 

individuals who actually participated in the 

historical events that the sources described.

• 2)Secondary sources – sources that synthesize 

primary source data into a single account of 

historic events. These also often seek to 

analyze, interpret, and/or evaluate the events 

they describe.





Primary sources

• Types of primary sources:

• Diaries, contemporary photographs, 

memoirs, video/film of event, letters, 

speeches, newspapers, official records, 

etc…











Reliability of primary sources

• Pros – documented by eyewitness; often 

documented close in time to actual event; 

a picture is worth 1,000 words

• Cons – limited in scope to participants 

involvement; may relay the bias of the 

individual; damaged or incompleteness of 

record may be misleading; photos can be 

doctored





Secondary sources

• Types of sources:

• Textbooks; scholarly articles; biographies; 

newspaper stories, etc…

• Note – some secondary sources can 

become primary sources about the time 

they were written.





Reliability of secondary sources

• Pros – synthesizes large amounts of primary 

source material for the ‘big picture;’ supposed 

to be free from bias; provides deeper context 

and perspective on events

• Cons – usually written after long periods have 

elapsed after original event; construction 

involves interpretation of sources that may not 

be universally accepted.


