Spot-dates: use and terminology
The term spot-dating is used to describe the specialist’s initial thoughts on the date of a group of finds (usually pottery) seen at context level. The process can take place at an early stage of a project – typically when fieldwork is in progress. Necessarily it can be undertaken without knowledge of associated deposits or the nature of the ‘parent’ deposit. It is thus best to treat the spot-date as assessing the date of a group of associated material rather than a considered date for a particular deposit or feature.
The hand-written spot-dating sheet is used with context-level dating and any relevant notes given in rows. The tray is sorted through systematically, noting fabric types and any diagnostic ‘featured’ sherds (usually rims). A comments section can be used to note fabrics present and even to sketch pieces offering specific dating. The sheets are copied and sent to the project leader either as hard copies or e-mailed in pdf form. Spot-dating is typically undertaken from the finds tray – following washing and prior to bagging material. This has the advantage that all artefact classes should be present in one location. 

The comments column may contain indications of the condition of the pottery and additionally will act as an aide memoir for the finds specialist and will probably contain reference to fabric and form codes. The end column can be used to give a rough guide to quantity of material and is therefore a useful comment on the reliability of any given date (a date based on a small context group is less reliable due to the risks of contamination). Unless stated otherwise, quantities equate to: S (small) = <30 sherds; M (medium) = 30-<100 sherds; L (large) 100-<300 sherds and VL (very large) = >300 sherds.

What can be dated?
In most circumstances it is context groups of pottery that are dated. Due to the commonly high risk of re-deposition, it is not usual to provide a spot-date based on single or small groups of worked flint – even if this is the only artefactual material from a deposit. There will be exceptions - when it is apparent that a group of lithics is stratified – and in these circumstances spot-date will be appropriate. Similarly it is not usual to use single coins, metal or other ‘registered artefacts’ for dating purposes, however where these occur with pottery of the same period and can help to refine the pottery spot-dating, these items may be considered.

Degrees of ‘refinement’ and terminology
Prehistoric 

Prehistoric pottery is rarely datable with exactitude and it is common to indicate longer  blocks of time than is often the case for more recent periods. Although a little misleading the terms ‘Early Prehistoric’ (EP) can be used to highlight pottery broadly of Neolithic to Middle Bronze Age date and ‘Late Prehistoric (LPre) for pottery of Late Bronze Age to Iron Age date.
Usually, refinement of dating in the Early Prehistoric period is dependent on recognition of vessel form and/or decoration: based on these the Neolithic can be divided into Early (ENeo c. 4200-3500 BC; Middle (MNeo 3500-2800 BC) and Late periods (LNeo c. 2800-2400).  ‘Beaker’ pottery can sometimes be referred to as Late Neolithic, sometimes Early Bronze Age. It is best treated as its own period (Beaker c. 2400-1800 BC). Early Bronze Age (EBA) should be used for Collared urn/Food vessels and related regional styles common across the period c. 2100–1500. Middle Bronze Age (MBA) usually refers to particular ceramics styles – for example Deverel-Rimbury – which covers the period c. 1600–1200 BC.
The Late prehistoric period covers the 1st millennium BC and a little earlier. Late Bronze Age (LBA) post-Deverel-Rimbury) plainwares emerge by the 12th century BC and extend into the 10th/9th centuries.  The period following this and spanning the transition to the Iron Age (c. 8th to 7th or 6th centuries BC) is characterised by pottery styles which  are a development of those of the LBA, though commonly with more use of decoration. It is usual to refer to these styles as Late Bronze Age to Early Iron Age (LBA-EIA). 
In some regions elements of the earlier styles (angular forms, fingertip/fingernail and incised decoration) continue into the 4th or 3rd centuries BC. Some material may then be classified as Early Iron Age (EIA) or Early to Middle Iron Age (EMIA). In some regions distinctive styles and/or decoration have emerged by the 4th/3rd centuries BC and continue into the 1st century BC or later. Such styles, including the scored wares of the East Midlands, are usually referred to as Middle Iron Age (MIA). As they can sometimes (Gloucestershire/Worcestershire for example) extend into the 1st century AD they can be characterised as Middle to Late Iron Age (MLIA).
Dependent on the region the term Late Iron Age (LIA) can describe some distinctive (handmade) pottery styles – an example being the ‘southwest decorated wares’ (formerly ‘Glastonbury ware’) from Somerset and beyond. It can also be used for some  wheelmade pottery, such as that which  occurs from the south and southeast of England from as early as the 2nd century BC. In areas such as east Anglia and Northamptonshire/Warwickshire wheelthrown grog-tempered pottery (sometimes referred to as ‘Belgic’) is probably not used until the early 1st century AD and its use characterises the period covering the Early Roman transition to c. AD 70. In such instances it is usual to use EMC1 or just C1 for spot-dating purposes. There are other cases where styles with pre-Roman origins continue unmodified into the Roman period. An examples common from the north Cotswolds and Worcester region are the Malvernian (limestone-tempered or igneous/metamorphic rock-tempered fabrics) which extend from the Middle or Late Iron Age into the late 1st century AD or later. It is thus possible to see MIA-C2 or LIA-C1 dates.
Roman 
Century AD dates (abbreviated to C2, C4 etc.) are usual for most Roman sites, and can be refined using early or mid or late division (EC2, MC4, LC3 etc).  
Dating refinement is very much dependent on the suitability and/or extent of knowledge relating to the particular ware or fabric types present within a context group. In this way, a modestly-sized group containing well-studied ‘traded wares’ can be dated with greater exactitude than would a large group containing only greywares or other ‘long-lived’ ware types and in utilitarian vessel forms not subject to typological development.   In such instances it may be possible only to provide broad date ranges LC1-C4 or ‘RB’. Examples of longer lived (Roman) pottery wares/fabrics are Severn Valley ware, Oxfordshire (and other) greywares, North Wiltshire oxidised wares and Dorset Black Burnished ware.

Post-Roman
For the Anglo-Saxon period, refinement of dating is frequently dependent on occurrence of dating or diagnostic attributes of vessel form. In the west of Britain the organic-tempered fabrics most commonly encountered extend over a long period of time  and may be dated only broadly (c. C6–C8/9).

In general the spot-dating for the Later Saxon, medieval and later periods is expressed as century dates, which may be refined as early/middle/late. In the same way that some Romano-British pottery types are long-lived and from which broad date ranges can be applied only, many medieval coarseware types offer only broad dating. This issue is commonly compounded by the dominance of ‘jar/cooking pot’ vessels sometimes to the exclusion of other forms.  Amongst medieval pottery types, it is usually the glazed tablewares which offer the best potential for dating refinement.
Refinement is potentially greater in the Late Medieval and post-medieval periods which is marked by an expansion in the range of vessel forms, and increased movement of ‘traded’ ceramics. Dating is helped by the common presence of clay tobacco pipes.

Anomalies
Presence of two distinct dateable elements, as sometimes happens and where it cannot be determined with certainty which is the contaminant can be split with a semicolon: thus   a deposit containing significantly large 2nd century and also 4th century elements – but where the earlier material is unabraded and does not look to be residual can be indicated  ‘C2;LC3-C4’
