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Teaching with Biographies
Why Teach with Biographies?
by Jane Hedeen, IHS Coordinator, Student and Educator Programs

Biographies illustrate how individuals shape
history and history shapes individuals

Biographies can help to counter a Eurocentric view of the past

Biographies allow students to see how an individual’s
actions can influence the course of historical events,
but they also show how historical events change
individuals. Thus, teaching history with biography
can help students see how they fit into the historical
narrative.

Biographies provide great examples of how people
of color, women, and people with disabilities have
made important contributions to the past. They can
also show the shortcomings of those long considered to be the heroes of our past. In other words,
biographies help teachers to bring different perspectives to their teaching of the past and to show that
people and issues of the past are multi-dimensional.

Biographies take personality into account
By showing how factors such as gender, race, education, etc. influence a person’s biases, biographies
bring history to life and help students to see history
makers as human.

Biographies make the study of history fascinating
Biographies bring personal drama to the past, drawing students in to the study of history in a way that
expository text does not. This means greater interest
in the study of history and information retention for
your students.

Biographies encourage students to explore
the larger context of historical events
The human interest factor of biographies incites a
natural curiosity to find out more. When students relate to the men and women who have made history,
the facts of history become more interesting
to them.

Copyright 2010
Indiana Historical Society
All rights reserved
This is a publication of the Indiana Historical Society, Eugene and Marilyn Glick Indiana History Center,
450 West Ohio Street, Indianapolis, IN 46202-3269 USA. Except for copying portions of this information
by educators for educational use, or for quoting of brief passages for reviews, no part of this publication
may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any
means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise), without written permission of the
copyright owner. All inquiries should be addressed to the Public Programs Division, Indiana Historical
Society. Why Teach with Biographies? is available online: www.indianahistory.org.
1 TEACHING WITH BIOGRAPHIES • “Why Teach with Biographies?” • Indiana Historical Society •
Eugene and Marilyn Glick Indiana History Center • Indianapolis

Choosing Good Biographies for Teaching
History
•

Select biographies that tell the story of the past
through the perspective of those who have been
relegated to the sidelines of history.

•

Select biographies about individuals whose lives
illustrate broader historical themes and trends.

•

Use biographies that reinforce topics discussed
in previous lessons

•

Use biographies that illustrate how the individual
has shaped history as well as been shaped by it.
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