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Teaching Archeology

Vast settlement did not begin until the 1840s. 
But by the end of  the colonial era, individu-
als and families of  French, Spanish, German, 
Dutch, Anglo-American, and African descent 
joined the Indian peoples and a myriad of  
tribes from across the continent in Arkansas.

As students learned in Lesson Four, Native 
Americans did not produce written records 
(though artistic images, like rock art, can 
be examined as a form of  picture writing). 
European explorers, who began to visit North 
America in the 16th century, produced writ-
ten accounts of  their own activities and their 
observations of  and encounters with Native 
Americans. Europeans introduced new plants 
and animals, diseases, and customs. Their 
written accounts often include information on 
how Native Americans incorporated these new 
plants, animals, and customs into their daily 
lives and how disease and change  affected 
them. Because these accounts are generally 
based on eye-witness testimony, historians 
regard them as primary sources. 

Similar to artifacts, every piece of  paper 
that people left behind is full of  clues to learn 
about the past. Historians spend a lot of  time 
in archives studying documentary evidence to 
learn about the circumstances of  everyday life 
and about significant events. These first-hand, 
original accounts and records about a person, 
place, object, or an event are known as prima-
ry sources.

Oral histories, objects, photographs, and 
documents such as newspapers, ledgers, cen-
sus records, diaries, journals, and inventories, 
are primary sources. Primary sources differ 
from secondary sources in that a second-
ary source is an account, record, or evidence 
derived from an original or primary source. A 
textbook is an example.

To be useful, documents must be studied 
carefully and critically. Who is the author? 
What was the author’s relationship or obser-
vational vantage point relative to the circum-
stances or event described? What was the 
author’s intention in putting his or her ob-

Primary Sources Strengths and Limitations
Strengths Limitations

Provide information on who, what, where, 
when, why, and how of  an event;

Are not thoroughly objective sources;

Provide written, printed, or graphic informa-
tion;

Bias and agenda of  the author to be consid-
ered

Can clarify the purpose of  the communitca-
tion or transaction;

Often more to the story than what is present-
ed;

Can be a clue to the level of  education of  the 
author

The identity of  teh author is often unclear 
(espeically in the case of  government docu-
ments);

Sometimes offer evidence of  emotion, or the 
mood of  an event;

Author is often no longer living and therefore 
unavailable to consult or verify;

Can stimulate the personal involvment of  the 
reader.

Possibly difficult to read: handwriting diffi-
cult to decipher; words or phrases thta are 
unfamiliar, or their meaning has changed over 
time.

All primary sources should be evaluated in conjunction with other evidence to determine 
whether the document presents information that is exceptional or conforming with previously 
established patterns.




