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Primary Sources
1. What they are

2. How to read them

3. How to find them
4. How to cite them



Primary Sources
A primary source provides direct or first hand (or near first hand( evidence about an event, 
object, or person. 

They include letters, memos diaries, works of art/literature, speeches, photographs, 
audio/visual recordings, posters, advertisements, newspaper articles, laws and legislative 
hearings, court transcripts, census or demographic tools, coins and/or tools. These were 
produced or created contemporaneously with the events in question.

Why use them?

• to establish the facts.

• to think critically about and explain how events, objects or people are related in time.

• to help you develop your own conclusions about what happened and what it means.



Reading Primary Sources
Reading historical documents is not like reading a text book. You must be prepared to 
interact with the text, ask questions, and consider the context in which the source was 
written.

As critical historical thinkers, we need to determine what counts as reliable evidence.

1. Sourcing – Think about who produced the document and how we can use it to 
understand the viewpoint and reliability of the document.

2. Close Reading – Determine what the text says and how it says it.

3. Contextualizing – Focus on where and when the historical events took place. 

4. Corroborating – Ask questions about important details across multiple sources to 
determine points of agreement and disagreement.





Where & How to Find Primary Sources

• Library of Congress 

• National Archives 

• Smithsonian

• Local/Regional Museums 

• University Libraries & Repositories

• ProQuest Historical Newspapers 

• Subscription Databases via GMU

• Digital Public Library of America 

• DH Project Websites 

• Independent scholarly repositories 

• WikiMedia (WikiCommons) 

Google _________ primary sources.
Recognize more likely URLs

If you can’t cite it, don’t use it (or try and find it elsewhere)



Searching 
Beyond Google, you are going to need to know details about your topics!

History Resource @ GMU Libraries – ask Dr. Oberle for help – he is quite helpful!

http://infoguides.gmu.edu/history

ProQuest Historic Newspaper searches – can filter by city, time, etc – keywords

Digital Public Library of America 

Hathitrust – hathitrust.org
*requires smarter keyword searches* 
* the more you read, the better your searches will get!*

http://infoguides.gmu.edu/history


Workshop: Reading Evidence
Group 1: Belva Gaertner articles.

Group 2: Beulah Annan articles.

For each, reading, note:

 Sourcing – what type of coverage is this? Do we know who wrote them? What do we know 
about him or her?

 Close Reading – what does each article say? What is the tone? Angle of coverage?

 Contextualizing – what do you know about the context? What don’t you know about it?

 Corroborating – We’ll determine this together.





Chicago Manual of Style

Citing primary sources with Chicago Manual of Style. Library of Congress guide: 
http://www.loc.gov/teachers/usingprimarysources/chicago.html

• Collections
• Artifacts
• Maps
• Images & Illustrations
• Newspapers

Example: 
The Chicago Tribune, “No Sweetheart Worth Killing — Mrs Gaertner.” March 14, 1924. From 
Chicago Tribune Archives. http://archives.chicagotribune.com/1924/03/14/page/17/article/no-
sweetheart-worth-killing-mrs-gaertner (accessed Sep 21, 2017).

http://www.loc.gov/teachers/usingprimarysources/chicago.html
http://archives.chicagotribune.com/1924/03/14/page/17/article/no-sweetheart-worth-killing-mrs-gaertner


Skills Assignment & Annotations
1. Find 2-3 PRIMARY sources related to your trial from: 
◦ The open web (any website), and/or
◦ ProQuest Historic Newspapers, and/or
◦ DPLA or Hathitrust (or other major archives collection).

2. Post these sources to your blogs using proper Chicago Style & 
annotate how you might use them.



Skills Assignment & Annotations
Annotations – skim or read the source and write a brief sentence explaining what the source 
tells you or how you might use it.

The Chicago Tribune, “No Sweetheart Worth Killing — Mrs Gaertner.” March 14, 1924. From 
Chicago Tribune Archives. Available at 
http://archives.chicagotribune.com/1924/03/14/page/17/article/no-sweetheart-worth-killing-
mrs-gaertner
◦ One of seven articles related to Belva Gaertner’s trial; will help me understand the facts as 

they were reported at the time and the tone by which Chicago would’ve understood the 
events. 

City of Chicago. Report of the City Council Committee on Crime of the City of Chicago, March 
22, 1915. Available at 
http://homicide.northwestern.edu/docs_fk/homicide/ccreport/ccreport.toc.pdf 
◦ This Report catalogs statistical data about crimes in Chicago and included descriptions of 

judicial and legal institutions. Good for context.

http://archives.chicagotribune.com/1924/03/14/page/17/article/no-sweetheart-worth-killing-mrs-gaertner

	Primary Sources - Texts
	Primary Sources	
	Primary Sources	
	Reading Primary Sources	
	Slide Number 5
	Where & How to Find Primary Sources
	Searching 
	Workshop: Reading Evidence
	Slide Number 9
	Chicago Manual of Style�
	Skills Assignment & Annotations
	Skills Assignment & Annotations

