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NOTE: This document is a work in progress. Parts II
and III, in particular, are in need of further develop-
ment, and we invite the submission of additional
learning experiences and local performance tasks for
these sections. Inquiries regarding submission of
materials should be directed to: English Language
Arts Resource Guide, Room 681 EBA, New Yo r k
State Education Department, Albany, NY 12234 (tel.
518-474-5922).
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2 English Language Arts

LISTENING & READING – students will

▲ select information

▲ support inferences about
information/ideas

▲ compare/synthesize information

SPEAKING & WRITING – students will

▲ present information clearly

▲ observe basic writing conventions

LISTENING & READING – students will

▲ read variety of literature

▲ identify distinguishing features 

SPEAKING & WRITING – students will

▲ present personal responses to literature

▲ present responses to/interpretations of
literature

▲ write stories, poems, literary essays,
plays

LISTENING & READING – students will

▲ evaluate their own/others’ work

SPEAKING & WRITING – students will

▲ express opinions

▲ monitor/adjust for competent perf o rm-
a n c e

▲ monitor/adjust to the standards for par-
ticular genre

▲ use standard English

LISTENING & SPEAKING – students
will

▲ listen attentively/recognize

▲ take turns speaking/respond to others’
i d e a s

▲ express ideas/concerns clearly/respect-
fully

READING & WRITING – students will

▲ use appropriate language/style

▲ make effective use of language to connect

Connecting Lives:
Biography Unit

W
e frequently require our stu-

dents to read biographies,

but they rarely have the

opportunity to share and compare what

they read. In this project students work

in cooperative learning groups to create

Big Books in which they connect the

lives of those about whom they have

read. This project requires students to

self-select books , use higher level think-

ing skills to find connections among

diverse individuals, work cooperatively

to justify their ideas, and be creative and

artistic.

Supplies: 

• construction paper in assorted colors,
approximately 18” X 24”

• heavier stock, same size, for covers of
big books

• binding machine

• plastic “comb”  bindings 

• glue sticks

• scissors

• markers

• rulers
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Learning Experiences 3

Objectives
Each Student Will:

1. select and read a biography.

(Students are free to read about any person, historic
or contemporary, and without regard to fame.
However, students will be directed to select biogra-
phies written as literature, not strictly as reference
sources)

2. practice library and computer skills.
(Students will use the school library during class
and on their own time. They may need to use the
public library and other computer resources.)

3. find common themes to connect their biographies.

4. work cooperatively in heterogeneous groups.

5. write journal responses to their reading.
(Response journals should be maintained during
reading. Two passages and responses will be
included in the Big Book.)

6. employ artistic and creative means of exhibiting
their work.

7. follow directions and adhere to deadlines.

8. demonstrate their ability to communicate clearly in
standard written English.
(Both individual and collaborative writing will be
required.)

9. in each group, produce one Big Book entitled,
Connecting Lives in which each biography is repre-
sented.

Procedures
Each Student Will:

1. read and discuss, in class, excerpts from biographies
and/or autobiographies, approaching these as a lit-
erary genre.

2. have approximately 4-5 days to select a biography
or autobiography to read on their own.
(All books must be approved to be sure students
have found books appropriate for the assignment
and their reading level.)

3. have approximately one week to ten days to read at
least half of their book.

4. do double entry responses in their journals.
Example:
• quote a line or brief passage
• respond to this passage, write questions about it
• describe a scene
• comment on it, respond, question, etc.

(This technique will be modeled using the biog-
raphy excerpts in literature text.)

5. after completing at least half of the reading, come to
class prepared to provide the following information
about the subjects of their biographies: 

Name
Nationality
Birth and Death Dates
Major Accomplishment
Major Problems

(Students will write this information on 3 X 5 cards.)

6. after filling out their cards, walk about the class-
room, looking at one another’s cards until they find
common qualities or characteristics which connect
the lives of the subjects of their books.
(Students will form groups of 3 or 4. Once the
groups are formed, the index cards will be stapled
together and held by the teacher.)

7. continue to read and complete their biographies at
home.
(Group work on the Big Books will begin in about a
week when all students have finished their books.)

8. meet in their groups and cooperatively complete
the project as outlined in the student assignment
sheet.
(Rubrics for group and individual work will be dis-
c u s s e d . )

9. assess their own work using the Evaluation Sheet.
(The teacher will use the same Evaluation Sheet to
arrive at individual and group grades.



4 English Language Arts

This unit is successful
because it provides for
differentiated instruc-
tion in a heterogeneous
class. It allows all stu-
dents to participate in
higher level thinking in
making connections and
analyzing biographies,
yet it allows more
advanced readers to be
challenged with more dif-
ficult reading material.

All four learning standards are addressed,
and students may select biographies
which are connected to other learning
standards in other curricular areas.

Cooperative learning has long been
seen as a desirable practice in middle
school. This unit gives students the
opportunity to work cooperatively,
yet there are specific expectations for
the individual as well as the group.

Although this unit has succeeded,
there are several challenges facing the
teacher. Helping students find liter-
ary biographies at appropriate read-
ing levels takes planning with the
school librarian. Together, the teacher
and librarian can build a collection of
appropriate biographies. I discourage
students from reading those slim,
picture-filled biographies designed
primarily for research reports and
encourage books filled with memoir
and personal reflection. Funding for
the materials for big book production
must be attended to well in advance
of the actual unit, also. Finally, stu-
dents will need guidance in the for-
mation of their groups. It is essential
that the students convince the teacher
that their groups have a strong con-
necting theme.

I found this to be an
ideal way to increase
the amount of non-
fiction that my
students read while
giving them the
opportunity to select
reading in which they
had an interest.
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