
Hi, my name is Stephanie Crowe, and I'm the History Librarian at UNCW. In this tutorial, we'll be talking 
about how to find historical primary sources on the open web.  

For information about using Randall Library's subscription databases, we have tutorial all about that. If 
you are looking for information on what a primary source is and why to use them, you might want to 
view our "What is a primary source?" tutorial first.  

[ On screen, two buttons appear. One reads “Finding Historical Primary Sources in Library Databases” 
and links to the tutorial. The other reads “What is a Primary Source?” and links to the tutorial. ] 

Before the Internet, the main way that historians found primary sources was to travel to archives. 

 Because only a small percentage of historical documents are actually available online, archives are still 
an important resource for historians. 

However, since the development of the Internet, an increasing number of primary sources are now 
available online, either via subscription databases or freely available on the open web.  

Unless you are researching a very specialized or geographically localized topic, it is very likely that for an 
undergraduate history research paper that you can find every primary source you need on the open web 
or via a database.  

Although we are very lucky that so many primary sources are freely available online, their ubiquity also 
presents several major challenges. One is that there is no centralized place to find everything.  

Some digital collections of primary sources are extremely broad in terms of their scope, such as the 
Digital Public Library of America, which covers a wide array of topic. Other digital collection focus on one 
narrow subject area, location, or time period. 

This means that it's often helpful to begin a search by Googling your topic and including one or more of 
these terms (and probably trying all of them individually):  

[on screen text reads: 

• “digital collection” 
• “digital library” 
• “digital exhibit” 
• “digital archive” 
• “online collection” 
• “online exhibit” 
• “virtual library” 
• “manuscript collection” 
• Papers 
• records 

] 

That brings us to the second major challenge, which is evaluating the authenticity of the primary sources 
that you find. As with any source, it can be very tempting to use whatever you find, but it is important 

https://library.uncw.edu/primary_sources_databases
https://library.uncw.edu/primary_sources_databases
https://library.uncw.edu/primary_sources


that use your research skills to evaluate primary sources in the same way you would a secondary source 
or website.  

Ask yourself questions such as these 

• Does it seem "too good to be true?"  
• Can you find information on the website about where the source came from?  
• Does it seem like the person or organization responsible for putting it online has an agenda 

other than making information available?  

Remember that you can always check with me, or with your professor, if you are unsure if a website is 
reputable.  

Online historical research can also present a challenge because an online search is a very different 
research strategy than browsing through paper archives.  

It's not necessarily worse, but it often means that you are viewing a document out of context – that is, 
not surrounded by other documents on a similar topic or by the same author.  

It can be very helpful, once you've found a source, to see if the website you're using provides a way to 
browse for sources on a similar topic.  

Finally, make sure you talk to your professor or to me if you need help or suggestions. Your professor is 
a subject matter expert in the field you're researching and will probably know of some good websites for 
research on your topic, and as the History Librarian, I have a lot of experience with research in history 
and can probably help you find some good sites as well.  

Remember that research is an iterative process and will probably require that you refine your search a 
number of times, so try not to get too frustrated. I am always here to help! 


