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BIOGRAPHY IN THE HISTORY CLASSROOM:
CHALLENGES AND APPLICATIONS

Isabelle Schmitz
UNIVERSITY OF MUNSTER

During the last decade, a change has come about in American his-
tory teaching that has shaken up classroom routines in secondary
and higher education. Education experts and teachers increasingly
question the predominant factual orientation in instructional practice
and insist on the necessity of teaching students historical thinking
skills. Instead of reading in the textbook and memorizing the “facts”
of the national story, students are now expected to engage in contex-
tualizing, corroborating and close reading of primary and secondary
sources." At first glance, biographies do not seem to contribute much
to these goals. Haven’t teachers bored students for decades with the
lengthy life stories of long-dead people from which a moral lesson
was to be deduced?* This essay will argue that biographies are indeed
a valuable resource for teaching historical thinking skills, and that
they lend themselves well to varied and engaging activities in both
secondary and post-secondary instruction.

If a historian works on a biography, he conducts a case study; if a
certain biography is used in class to teach more complex ideas and
structures, the underlying didactic principle is called exemplary learn-
ing. Education experts have reflected extensively on this principle for
structuring history lessons.3 However, few connections have been
made between the unique properties of the biographical genre and the
development of historical thinking skills, so that this essay must
be seen as a tentative venture into a specific domain of educational

1 See “Historical Thinking history teaching, see Joel History,” in Theorizing
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research.4 The following discussion will focus on the didactic principle
of exemplary learning, the history of biography in Germany and the
U.S., and on how the analysis of biographies can contribute to improv-
ing students’ understanding of history. Last but not least, the teaching
value of the German Historical Institute’s Immigrant Entrepreneurship
project, an online collection of over one hundred business biographies,
will be considered and a sample lesson will be discussed.s

I. Case Studies and Exemplary Learning

Epistemologically speaking, the concept of case studies counts
among the micro-historical methods of analysis. A specific his-
torical case or “example” is investigated, which, compared to
longitudinal approaches, implies a focus on a unique, locally and
temporally bound event. If students are supposed to grasp more
complex ideas and structures by the means of working on a spe-
cific, “exemplary” event or person, one speaks of exemplary learn-
ing. Introduced by the physicist and teacher Martin Wagenschein
for science education and further developed by the pedagogical
reformer Wolfgang Klafki, this approach has been discussed in
German education and history didactics since the late 1950s.°
Especially in history education, due to the notorious overcrowd-
ing of curricula, experts have tried to agree on which topics were
to be taught by using cases or examples, and how this “didactic
reduction” was to be accomplished.”

For along time, experts on history teaching and learning in Germany
discussed if and how the examplary principle might be conducive to
successful history learning. The consensus was reached that exam-
ples are useful for teaching historical thinking skills and fundamental
categorical structures of the discipline; for orientation in history
and the understanding of superordinate causalities, they generally
are seen as less useful. This matches the general classification of
the exemplary in didactics, which subdivides it into (a) elementary,
(b) fundamental, (c) typical, (d) categorical and (e) representative.
Exemplary learning becomes problematic, however, if students feel
that historical content is random and replaceable by any other topic.
Rohlfes even suggests that in students’ perception, history might be re-
placed by a chain of disconnected events and people, forming a “meta-
history.”® Thus, it is indispensable to connect the study of exemplary
events or persons with the “bigger picture.” As has been explained,
exemplary learning in history education has decided advantages but
also pitfalls. With a view to these problems, the biographical genre
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and its value for teaching historical thinking skills shall be explored
in the following section.

Il. Biography in American and German History Teaching

Biography as a genre has experienced varying degrees of appreciation.®
The decline of historicism and the rise of structural history during the
1960s led to a devaluation of the genre in Germany, whereas in the U.S.,
it was never as discredited and continued to stand strong as a valid
approach.” These trends and shifts in scholarship have of course influ-
enced classroom practice, with different generations of teachers trained
with different epistemological beliefs. Since the historicist approach to
biography has been practiced widely and endured in the United States,
biographies have seemingly been used in class with less reserve and
greater confidence there than in Germany. The social history turn of
the 1970s and later the cultural turn of the 1980s-1990s may simply
have had less of an influence on teaching than they had in Europe.

Before the 1970s, biographies were usually strongly integrated into
German history education. It was fairly common for teachers to give
lectures on the lives of illustrious individuals." Teacher narratives
were supposed to be structured in a way that gripped the students’
attention, made them immerse themselves in the story, and ideally
brought them to empathize with and perhaps even admire the sub-
ject.”? From the late 1960s onwards, instruction in schools became
less personality-focused and also less teacher-centered. The lecture
format was strongly criticized for being overpowering and for the fact
that students were expected to passively and uncritically accept their
instructor’s interpretation of history.’s In accordance with the paradigm
shift in academia, educators focused more on social and economic
issues as well as structural questions, and the “great men” moved to
the background.™+ Changes in textbooks, which were particularly en-
couraged by Georg Eckert and the Institute for International Textbook
Research, accompanied and reinforced this development.’s Today,
biographies have returned to history classrooms as the relevance of
the individual is balanced against structural conditions and contextual
influences. Women, minorities and marginalized groups have become
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ography in historiography
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Challenges of Biography:
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Tund II, ed. Hilke Giinther-
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2012), 206-218; Joachim
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zahlung,” GWU 48 (1997):
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cept of historical narrativity
is provided by Hans-Jiirgen
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Erzdhlen: Narrativitat im
Geschichtsunterricht
(Schwalbach/Ts., 2010).

12 Cf. Depkat, “The Chal-

lenges of Biography.”

13 Joachim Rohlfes, Geschichte

und ihre Didaktik (Gottingen,
2005), 264-265.

14 Depkat, “The Challenges

of Biography.” Note that
there was a similar but
only tentative development
immediately after World
War II. Didactic materials
were then published which
stressed the history of the
“little man” as opposed to
that of the “great men” in
more traditional textbooks.
Hans Ebeling, Methodik des
Geschichtsunterrichts
(Hannover, 1953).
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(2012): 4-11, esp. 9; see
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2014, http://teachinghistory.
org/tah-grants/lessons-
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Sam Wineburg, “Goodbye,
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in American History,” Smith-
sonian Magazine, May 2008,
98-104.

One could argue that for
Germany the Third Reich pe-
riod is an exception, with the
lives of many Nazi officials,
and particularly Adolf Hitler,
inspiring curiosity among his-
torians and the public alike.

increasingly present as subjects of instruction, a development to
which microhistory and cultural history have both contributed.

After browsing through teaching resources on American websites,
one cannot help but notice that biographies are embraced enthusias-
tically by many educators throughout the United States. Teachers can
find an abundance of tasks, lesson plans and practical tips for using
biographies in the history classroom, pointing to general confidence
in the genre’s teaching value.'® Secondary history teaching in the U.S.
has always comprised elements of civic education, meaning that “key
biographies” in the “national story” are discussed and passed along."”
As Sam Wineburg, professor of education at Stanford University and
a renowned expert on history education argues, “Myths inhabit the
national consciousness the way gas molecules fill a vacuum. In a
country as diverse as ours, we instinctively search for symbols — in
children’s biographies, coloring contests, Disney movies — that al-
low us to rally round common themes and common stories, whether
true, embellished or made out of whole cloth.”*® In the United States,
the knowledge of these “key biographies” (including figures such as
George Washington, Abraham Lincoln, and Martin Luther King Jr.)
is much more a part of the cultural canon than in Germany." The
general public often consumes history in the shape of life stories,
either at school or in public, and a strong focus on the individual in
popular entertainment reinforces this tendency.>°

However, looking more closely at the concrete learning materials on
study websites, biographies most often are used in a merely illustra-
tive fashion, contributing “facts” for students to absorb.>' Generally,
a task that does not require critical engagement has little value for
fostering historical thinking skills. This usage may be attributed
to the fact that in the United States, due to standardized state as-
sessments, the acquisition of skills in historical analysis are often
neglected in order to cover as much content as possible.?> Teachers

20 A glance at the program-
ming of the History Chan-
nel suggests how much
popular history is nar-
rated using the frame-
work of biographies. For a
comprehensive reader on
celebrity culture and indi-
vidualism in the U.S., see
Celebrity Culture in the
United States, ed. Terence
J. Fitzgerald (New York,
2008).
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focus on imparting factual information as it is easier to test students
on their acquisition of this knowledge using multiple-choice ques-
tions. If a biography is merely used as a vehicle to transport “facts,”
then this is indeed an old-fashioned way of teaching, as Ken Wolf
argues. Teachers are increasingly reluctant to make their lessons
“parades of great men and women,” but still it often seems that
students are not encouraged to systematically analyze biographies
as constructed narratives.?3

I1l. The Benefits of Biography in the History Classroom

This lack of systematic analysis is unfortunate, since the educa-
tional value of biographies certainly is not limited to providing or
illustrating historical content knowledge. Well-researched biogra-
phies are ideal material for implementing the acquisition of histori-
cal thinking skills, a focus in American history education that has
recently been strongly emphasized by the incipient Common Core
State Standards.>

First, reading biographies in the classroom can have very positive ef-
fects on learners’ abilities to deconstruct narratives and to reassemble
facts into coherent stories.?s On the one hand, critical and analytical
engagement with the author’s narrative, with the conventions of a
genre, or with primary sources, such as autobiographies, diaries or
interviews, develops historic literacy.?® It can be encouraged in all
grades and on all ability levels. Considering that historic reading
skills include being able to engage with many different source types,
biographies can add to the diversity of genres used in the second-
ary and post-secondary classroom. They provide one more kind of
textual information that can foster well-rounded analytical abilities.
Reconstructive writing skills, on the other hand, may be promoted by
having students compose their own biographies. The reconstruction
of a historical narrative is very beneficial on many cognitive levels,
as it requires a profound engagement with questions of continuity

to-life-in-the-classroom?2.

23 Wolf, “Teaching History,”

20. See, for example,
Catherine Thome, “Bring-
ing the Common Core
Standards to Life in the

Classroom,” Learning A-Z,

2012, accessed January
20, 2014, http://www.
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pdf; also see Bernice
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raphy?,” Education Week,
March 16, 2005, 37.
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nists’ “nobility, courage,

24

integrity, and compas-
sion.”

National Governors As-
sociation Center for Best
Practices and the Council
of Chief State School Of-
ficers, Common Core State
Standards ELA, Washing-
ton, D.C., 2010, accessed
January 17, 2014, »

»http://www.corestandards.
org/ELA-Literacy.

25 Historic reconstruc-

tion and deconstruc-

tion processes as core
operations of historical
thinking have been theo-
rized by the FUER group,
see Waltraud Schreiber,
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Denkens,” Zeitschrift fiir
Pddagogik 54 (2008):
198-212; see also For-
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reflektiertem Geschichts-
bewusstsein (FUER), ac-
cessed January 19, 2014,
http://wwwl.ku-eichstaett.
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26 For the concept of
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2013), x-xii.
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he calls Personalisierung.

See Klaus Bergmann,
“Personalisierung,
Personifizierung,” in Handbuch
der Geschichtsdidaktik, ed.
Bergmann et al., 298-300.

Michele Barricelli, “Thema-
tische Strukturierungskon-
zepte,” in Geschichts-
Methodik, ed. Giinther-
Arndt, 46-62.

Michael P. Fronda, “Using Bi-
ography to Teach AP History,”
AP Central, 2013, accessed
January 17, 2014, http://
apcentral.collegeboard.com/
apc/members/courses/
teachers_corner/29471.html.

Ibid.

Cf. Ivor Goodson et al., Nar-
rative Learning (New York,
2010), 2; see also Jiirgen
Kocka, “Zurtick zur Erzdhlung?
Plddoyer fiir historische
Argumentation,” Geschichte
und Gesellschaft 10.3 (1984):
395-408, 397-398.

Depkat, “The Challenges of
Biography.”
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and change as well as cause and consequence.?” Students can gain
insights into the creation of a plot and the handling of source material
and narrative conventions. In high school, it would be most effective
if the educator provided a selection of primary and secondary sources
that learners could use as a basis for shorter writing assignments.
Having learners take notes and categorize information by using
graphic organizers are good pre-writing activities.?® In college, whole
independent research projects are thinkable, especially on historical
actors who have not as yet come into the focus of scholarly research.>®

The content of biographies can make history more accessible to stu-
dents, a crucial condition for sustaining motivation. Nowadays, it is
understood that personality-centered lessons and case studies must
be combined with other structural frameworks, including chronologi-
cal presentations, longitudinal approaches, and comparisons.3° Still,
biography enlivens and humanizes history, showing how political
structures, intellectual movements and social/economic develop-
ments are the work of actual people, not of anonymous forces.3
Students often struggle with this “bigger picture,” so that for many,
the biographical perspective is very appealing.3? The result can be
higher motivation, deeper intellectual engagement and more positive
attitudes towards the chosen topic.

Biography and autobiography are very much a part of each student’s
personal experience. Reflecting on one’s own life and thinking about
the lives of others, whether family and friends or politicians and
celebrities, is a natural and frequent habit for many people, whether
conscious or subconscious. Stories about us and others are an essen-
tial and constitutive part of humanity. There is a very close relation-
ship between life, self, story and learning, so that it can be assumed
that biography appeals to students on this very fundamental level.33

Having decided to implement the use of biography in history instruc-
tion, the instructor should then select suitable biographies that are
conducive to fruitful learning. In practical terms, they should not
be too long, too expensive or difficult to acquire, and ideally ability-
appropriate. They should also have a high academic standard, with
footnotes referencing sources and accounts of secondary literature.
Biographies are situated between scholarship, literature and popu-
lar culture, but in classroom settings, teachers should lean towards
selecting scholarly works in order to familiarize students with aca-
demic research and to teach them the value of thoroughly researched
presentations.3+
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In terms of content, the life of the chosen historical person should
be interesting and compelling, but also representative of broader
issues.3s There have been reproaches that biographies offer “mi-
nutiae without meaning” or “lives without theory,” and teachers
should make sure that students gain insights into general historical
issues rather than studying a highly idiosyncratic experience.3® In
that sense, accounts of marginalized lives can be used to broaden
the dominant Eurocentric perspective in historical research. Post-
structuralist, post-colonial, feminist and queer theory have led to
the emergence of a broader array of biographical subjects, which can
prove valuable in fostering intercultural competence and broadening
students’ horizons.3” They are also an excellent resource for teach-
ing multiperspectivity, as the increasing diversity of society can be
shown through them.3®

IV. Challenges and Pitfalls

Naturally, the genre of biography not only offers advantages but also
poses difficulties to instructors and students. Some are inherent to
the genre, while others are more practical. First and perhaps most
important, students must be made aware that biographies are not
factual accounts, but literary works with a narrative structure devised
by the biographer. Authors construct causality and climaxes for the
sake of plot, which is of course an interpretation of the sources, not
an “objective” rendering of them.3° Students may be prone to at first
accept a biographer’s interpretation as fact without questioning the
narrative conventions underlying it. This goes hand in hand with
the observation that the general public and students often view his-
tory as facts waiting to be discovered in an archive, believing that
once historians find and publish them the secrets of the past will
be divulged.« Many people have little understanding that history is
the result of interpretation and constant re-interpretation. Teaching
students the differences between story, narrative, plot and source ma-
terial is definitely a crucial, but not an easy task. Providing students
with contextual information on the author, on academic debates of
the time, and other background can help mitigate the power of these
assumptions.+

Accordingly, students should be motivated to work directly with the
biographer’s sources. Many biographical subjects incorporate elabo-
rate personal myths into their life stories, and in some cases these
are incorporated into a biography uncritically, regardless of their
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accuracy.#* It is important that students consider how selective
human memory can be and that they take into account what auto-
biographical documents survive and the potential motives for leaving
certain particular records behind.#3 It is also a good opportunity to
remind students that this problem exists with all historical sources.
Often, students have personal and inaccurate epistemological beliefs
about the reliability of biographies, and this can be a useful oppor-
tunity to address these beliefs in this context.44

Students are also generally quick to decide whether or not they “like”
a subject of a biography, feelings which can influence the success of
a teaching unit quite considerably.4s Reflection on the standpoint of
the reader and the impact of his or her personal preconceptions can
be helpful in this situation. No biography can be objective, as the
biographer always has a certain “relationship” to his subject.4® This
relationship in turn influences the attitude students develop towards
the historical figure. If students reflect on their own feelings about the
biography systematically, they can become aware of the fact that their
attitude is generated and influenced by the biographer’s perspective
and his or her way of writing.

Then, as is the case in any history lesson, students need to under-
stand the relevance of the particular person they are studying. Their
impact in the past, their meaning for the students’ present lives
and their relevance for the future should be discussed, even if all
these factors are not immediately obvious.+ Knowledge of a task’s
relevance fosters intrinsic motivation in students, which is stronger,
more effective and far more enduring than extrinsic motivation.4® It
is also indispensable to discuss the question of perspective. After
all, the biographical subject might have had a very different self-
conception and idea of their own personal relevance than researchers
and the public have today.

Further challenges connected to the genre are of a more practical
kind. Biographies often come as heavy tomes of several hundred
pages, a fact that rules out many of them for high school use. In col-
lege, one might ask learners to engage with a lengthy biography for
a whole term with the goal of completing an independent research
project. In secondary instruction, teachers should instead resort to
shorter texts (approximately one hundred pages) that students can
read easily either during the summer break or after school, or to
biographical articles that do not exceed thirty pages.+> With younger
students, it might be useful to structure the reading process by
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establishing tasks to complete before, during, and after reading in
order not to overwhelm them with the sheer amount of text.s°

V. Immigrant Entrepreneurship in the Classroom

As has been mentioned above, in the framework of a high school
class or a college seminar, it is often convenient for educators and
students to work with shorter biographical articles rather than with
whole monographs. They can form the basis for units that are not
too long and can easily be integrated into the curriculum. Also, for
students the incentive is higher to complete the whole reading as-
signment. For these reasons, the biographical articles of the GHI's
online Immigrant Entrepreneurship project, which tend to be within
the range of 8,000 to 10,000 words, are an excellent and accessible
resource for using biographies.s'

First, educators can use the detailed biographies to ask more general
questions about modern American history, business history, and
migration. The Immigrant Entrepreneurship project offers a starting
point for addressing a wealth of critical topics such as the immigrant
experience, transnational history, globalization, and capitalism, all
of which have shaped and defined the United States.s*> Each of the
website’s five volumes offers entries that can be aligned without
difficulty to state-level content standards, and all biographies lend
themselves to practice domain-specific reading and writing skills in
accordance with the Common Core standards.

In connection with these goals, the website’s business biographies
provide ample opportunities to address aspects of entrepreneurship
in relation to ethnicity, gender, or space. One can discover and ana-
lyze ethnic loyalties, ethnic enclaves and business strategies based
on ethnicity. The biographies of female entrepreneurs illustrate the
changing role of women in business as well as their strategies to
succeed in a male-dominated sphere, and the spatial categorization
of all entries makes it possible to explore and compare different re-
gions of the United States. Additionally, students can increase their
genre knowledge by exploring the concept of biography, by discuss-
ing its challenges and pitfalls, or even by writing their own business
biographies.s3 They can sharpen their analytical skills by working
with the primary sources provided, for example business records,
photographs, advertisements, personal letters, audio files, or video
clips. Due to this wealth of entries and materials, many modes of
instruction are possible.
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Biographies, 1720 to the
Present, 2010-2014,
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accessed Jan 22, 2014).
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on Miller, see Patrick Erben,
“Henrich Miller,” in Immigrant
Entrepreneurship: German-
American Business Biographies,
1720 to the Present, vol. 1, ed.
Marianne S. Wokeck. German
Historical Institute, accessed
January 15, 2014, http://www.
immigrantentrepreneurship.
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For an accessible and compre-
hensive account of the jigsaw
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Jigsaw Method, 3rd ed. (London,
2011).

VI. An Immigrant Entrepreneurship Teaching Unit:
Henrich Miller (1702-1782)

As has been shown, the project’s business biographies lend them-
selves well to classroom practice. In the following, a sample teaching
unit centering on the German publisher Henrich Miller (1702-1782)
will be presented to exemplify how Immigrant Entrepreneurship
project biographies can be integrated into the history classroom.s#
The teaching tool’s level of challenge is suitable for advanced high
school (AP) courses, both in U.S. and World History, and for lower-
level college seminars. It is equally aligned to Common Core, NCHS
and AP standards.ss

The mini-unit of four lessons centers on Henrich Miller, a German-
born printer and publisher in eighteenth-century Pennsylvania.s¢ It
addresses the value of a free press, the role of the media in the politi-
cal and civic culture of an emerging nation, and the importance of
group-specific media for immigrant settlements. The strong influence
of religion and faith on business decisions as well as the complexities
of immigration are other topics that can be raised by educators. The
unit’s deep structure moves along the lines of historical thinking.
It starts with collecting context information, moves on to source
analysis and ends in a genre evaluation exercise. A jigsaw exercise
trains the students’ understanding of chronology and also of cause
and effect.

First, students assemble historical context information by studying
Miller’s biography in a jigsaw exercise.5” This trains reading skills
and, due to the nature of the jigsaw method, encourages reflection
about chronological and causal patterns. In a second step, learners
are asked to offer research ideas, which allow them to generate their
own historical questions.s® The core of the teaching unit is then the
analysis of specified segments of the biographical article, during
which students either focus on the topic of media or of religion. Here,
secondary source analysis with a special focus on the biographical
genre is trained. Analytical writing skills are fostered through the
recommended assignments. Finally, in a group discussion, students
evaluate biography as a genre with regard to its informational value

S8 Cf. Brigitte Dehne,
“Schiilerfragen als
Leitfaden der Unter-
richtsgestaltung,” Ge-
schichte Erziehung Politik
8 (1996): 108-116;

Waltraud Schreiber,
“Kompetenzbereich his-
torische Fragekompe-
tenz,” in Kompetenzen
historischen Denkens: Ein
Strukturmodell als Beitrag

zur Kompetenzorientier-
ung in der Geschichtsdi-
daktik, ed. Andreas Kor-
ber, Waltraud Schreiber,
and Alexander Schoner
(Neuried, 2007), 155-193.
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and are asked to pass critical judgment based on their engagement
with the Miller text. During all four lessons, differentiating instruc-
tion is made possible by the fact that students work at their own
pace, depend on each other to succeed, can bring in their individual
strengths and help others with difficulties.s?

After the mini-unit, students should either be able to outline the
central role media played in immigrant settlements or be able to
offer insights on the connection between a person’s religion and
their business decisions. Also, students are expected to explain the
advantages and shortcomings of biographies as suitable sources for
historical research. With a view to products, students should pre-
sent two concise and well-written answers to the research questions.

Conclusion

As has been mentioned, the call for content and skills training in
history education has become increasingly dominant over the last
years. Since recent academic trends in Germany and the United
States have led to a re-appreciation of biographies among scholars,
it seems natural to increase their use in the history classroom as
well. Biographies can foster historical thinking, add to the rich diet
of source materials that students can enjoy, and offer manifold op-
portunities for training in domain-specific literacy.® The Immigrant
Entrepreneurship project’s relatively short, well-researched and
accessible business biographies can serve all these purposes. They
enable teachers and students to delve into the lives of interesting
businessmen and -women, and can contribute much to promote
students’ historical understanding in both secondary and post-
secondary learning environments.
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