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Primary and Secondary Sources

What is a primary source? 

A primary source is information and/or records that provide first-hand evidence that can be used to create a picture of what happened at the time. Primary sources may be unpublished. 

Primary sources can take various forms, for example:

· annual report

· artefacts (e.g. fossils, clothing)

· artwork

· autobiography

· buildings, monuments 

· census data

· certificates (e.g. birth, death, marriage)

· contemporary books from the era

· diary

· driving licence

· headstones, cemetery records

· interviews

· journal (from the time)

· letter

· manuscript

· memoirs

· minutes of meetings

· newspaper articles (report at the time of the event, not analysis of the event much later)

· oral histories

· original artworks

· pamphlets

· personal documents such as wills

· photographs

· primary research data (such as your own surveys or observations)

· radio programs

· records of information collected by government agencies (e.g. application for a driving licence, land title, deed of transfer)

· reports of events at the time of their happening (e.g. war correspondent’s video report)

· ritual, dramatisation, performance

· shopping list

· speech (recorded notes, press releases)

· tape recording

· video recordings

Primary sources can be reproduced, for example, in books, on microfilm, on video, or on web pages.

What is a secondary source?

Secondary sources can be thought of as second-hand information. Secondary sources analyse and interpret primary sources. Secondary sources include:

· biographies

· history books

· text books

· journal / magazine articles

· school essays and projects

· documentaries

· legislation

· newspapers (particularly interpretations of primary sources)

Secondary sources are accounts compiled by somebody who was not present at the time of the event or occurrence. They may write about the event in some later time, or from some other place.  For instance, a historian in the present day may write about women’s rights in the nineteenth century, describing and analysing primary sources to support his/her argument. 

Writers of such books usually refer to other secondary sources as well, such as other books that have been written on the same subject, which have also drawn from primary and secondary sources. 

Using primary and secondary sources

One piece of evidence will probably provide an incomplete picture. Think of primary sources as clues. The more clues you find and use as evidence to support your theory, the wider the range of sources and types of sources, the better, richer and more balanced will be the picture you will be able to create. No single piece of evidence should be accepted at face value. 

You need to document such things as:

· the author, (e.g. where and how he/she lived; socio-economic status; level of education; who he/she worked for)
· the time, place, and context (e.g. politics, geography)
· the audience for whom the source was constructed
· the message (the purpose of the artefact)
· the underlying ideas and assumptions, and the way they are expressed
· the limitation, usefulness, reliability, validity, and bias
· the meaning and implications of its context and content

Where to find primary sources
First hand
Depending on what you are investigating, you can collect some primary sources yourself. For example:

· an oral history or a survey that you conduct

· an interview or a video that you record
· pamphlets, an annual report, or a program guide that you collect.
Archives

Archives collect unpublished material (primary sources). They may provide digitised versions of some sources online. Examples of archives include:
· State Records of South Australia,’ Primary sources for students’, http://www.archives.sa.gov.au/content/aboriginal-services-guides accessed 12 April 2016

· National Archives of Australia, http://www.naa.gov.au/ 

· University of Adelaide Archives, http://www.adelaide.edu.au/records/archives/.
Libraries
Libraries collect published material, which is not usually a primary source. However, state libraries also collect material of interest to the state. For example, the State Library of South Australia collects South Australiana, which includes some published and published primary source materials (e.g. pamphlets, maps, menus, theatre programs, letters, diaries, minutes, photographs, and oral histories). 

This material is listed in the library catalogue. Some materials, such as photographs, have been digitised and can be accessed via the online catalogue. Others can only be accessed in the library.
Examples of online library sources are:
· State Library of South Australia, http://www.slsa.sa.gov.au, accessed 6 January 2010.
Includes SA Memory online exhibition, historic South Australian newspapers, more than 100 000 photograph, historic South Australian documents
· Picture Australia, http://www.pictureaustralia.org/, accessed 6 January 2010.
Through Picture Australia, the National Library of Australia makes available the photograph collections of a large number of contributing cultural organisations in Australia and New Zealand, including the state and national libraries and university libraries.
· ‘American memory’, Library of Congress, http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/index.html, accessed 6 January 2010. 
Includes historical photos, maps, documents, letters, speeches, recordings, videos, and prints.
‘Chronicling America’, Library of Congress, http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/ 
· Online gallery, British Library, http://www.bl.uk/onlinegallery/virtualbooks/index.html
Includes maps, photographs, virtual books (rare books, manuscripts).
Directories
Directories of primary source collections (these are called tertiary sources) can be found by searching the Internet. For example:
· ‘EuroDocs: Online Sources for European History’, http://eudocs.lib.byu.edu/index.php/Main_Page, accessed 6 January 2010
· ‘Primary Sources in the Humanities and Social Sciences: Online Collections, Stauffer Humanities and Social Sciences Library, Queen’s University, http://library.queensu.ca/research/guide/primary-sources/websites .
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� Whose Land Is It Anyway specifically covers topic relating to the lives of Aboriginal people in South Australia and their experiences with government in the 19th and early 20th centuries. South Australian secondary schools are entitled to receive a free copy of this resource on CD.
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