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Quick Guide to Primary Sources 

 
What is a primary source and how is it different from a secondary source? 
 
A primary source is an original record created at the time an historical event occurred or afterwards in the form 
of an oral history.  They are original items or records that have survived from the past. 
 

Primary sources include: 
 

·  letters 
·  books written by 

witnesses 
·  diaries & journals 
·  reports 
·  government 

documents 

·  photographs 
·  art 
·  maps  
·  video footage 
·  sound recordings 
·  oral histories 
 

·  clothing 
·  tools 
·  weapons 
·  buildings & 

surroundings

 
Secondary sources are works that explain or interpret “original” documents. They are representations of events 
that are made after the fact, usually by someone who was not there. 
 
 
Now that you know what primary documents are, how do you go about finding them?  
 
 
To find primary documents in the library catalog: 
 

·  Determine the subject heading for your topic 
·  From the CCBC Catonsville library homepage 

choose Books & Media 
·  Do a Subject search using your subject heading 

with one of the following sub-headings: 
o correspondence 
o diaries 
o interviews 
o personal narratives 
 

Example: if your topic was African Americans, do a subject search using: 
o african americans interviews 

 
To find primary documents in the library’s article databases: 
 

·  From the CCBC Catonsville library homepage choose Magazines, Journals & Newspapers 
·  In Academic Search Premier or any other EBSCO database: 

o At the basic search screen: 
� � enter the  keywords for your search  
� � go to the drop down menu next to 

Publication Type  
� � select Primary Source document 
� � choose Search  
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·  In ProQuest Research Library or any other ProQuest database: 
o At the basic search screen:  

� � choose More Search Options  
� � enter the keywords for your search  

� � go to the drop down menu next to 
Document Type  

� � select any of the following:   
letter, interview or speech 

� � choose Search 
 

 
 

·  In Opposing Viewpoints: 
o Do a search by entering a keyword or choosing a 

keyword from the list provided. This  
leads you to results categorized with  
different tabs that you can select. 

� � Choose the tab titled Primary Documents 
to see those items related to your topic. 

 
 
 
To find primary documents on the Internet: 
 

·  From the CCBC Catonsville library homepage,  
o Choose Research on the Internet 
o Select Librarian’s Index to the Internet.   

this is a subject directory of evaluated  
web sites.  

o Type in: primary sources – this will lead you to 
several web sites containing primary source  
documents. 

o To look for primary source materials only  
on your topic type in:  
primary source and your topic (ie. primary  
source and African Americans) 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
·  From Research on the Internet, you can also 

choose  
o Subject Links on the far left. 
o Select History – Primary & Secondary 

Sources.  
Here you will find some web sites 
containing primary sources as well as 
additional information on primary sources 
themselves. 
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