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General Overview of Sourcing: 
When reading a primary source or secondary source, it is important to extract vital information, interpret the source, and critically think about the source. It is extremely helpful to annotate and make notes as you read a source. Underline key words or phrases, write notes in the margins, circle information, etc. Research illustrates this helps to better understand a source and commit information to memory. 

You will find a general guide to primary and secondary sources below. The second page has a chart that assists with source analysis.  

Primary Sources 

A primary source is a document or physical object which was written or created during the time under study. When assigned a primary source to read, look over any questions assigned before you read it. In addition, when reading a primary source, think of the following general questions: 

1. What is the argument being made in the source or what is the most important information that can be gathered from the source? 

2. How does this source connect to the time period in which it was written? Does it provide information about the historical setting in which it was created? 

3. Why is this source important? 

4. How credible is this source? Are there any limitations to it? 

Secondary Sources 

A secondary source is an interpretation of an event or primary source from a historian’s viewpoint. When assigned a secondary source to read, look over any questions assigned before you read it. When reading a secondary source, think of the following general questions: 

1. What is the claim or argument being made by the author? 

2. What evidence does the author use to support their argument? 

3. Is the author’s argument impacted by the time period in which they wrote it or their background? 

4. How effective is the author’s argument? What evidence could be used to counter their claims? 

5. Are there any patterns or trends that can be seen if it is a chart or graph? 

Source Analysis 
You will sometimes also be asked to analyze a source. It is important to consider why the historical situation, intended audience, purpose, and author’s point of view are important. To remember these features, think of HAPP-Y (Historical situation, audience, purpose, point of view, why important). The chart below is meant to guide you in the key terms used to analyze a source. It is important to note that you are not expected to answer every single question listed below when you read a source. Rather, this should become a habit of mind over time and it is expected that you critically read all sources given to you. 

	Historical Situation: 

When and where was the source produced? 

What other contemporaneous events might have affected the creator’s viewpoint/message? 
Why is this important? How does it influence the document? 
	

	Audience: 

Who was the source created for? 

Why is this important? How does it influence the document?

	

	Point of View/Authorship: 

Who wrote the document? 

What was the author’s position in society? 
What was the author’s point of view? Why was this important? How does it impact the source? 

	

	Purpose: 

Why did the author create the source? 

What did the author want? 

Why was it created at this time? 
Why is this important? How does its influence the document? 
	


