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ABSTRACT
A Study of the Content of Biographical Material Found in Selected
Textbooks and Collective Biographies Compared With Students' Stated
Preferences
By

S. Lynn Wilhelm

The purpose of this study was to assess preferences of sixth grade
students about biographical figdres and categories of biographical
figures. The study also examined and compared collective biography
sketches and grade five subject matter textbooks to determine the depth
and breadth of coverage, and queried students about information they
wanted to know about selected biographical figures.

The researcher used two instruments to assess students'
preferences. The first instrument, the Category Preference Instrument,
had students rank categories of personalities they found interesting and
gave them an opportunity to list up to ten personalities they might choose
for biographical reading, The second instrument, the Textbook-Driven
Preference Instrument, measured students' knowledge about the most
commonly appearing biographical figures in their fifth grade subject
matter texts, and asked students to choose the five personalities on the
list they found most interesting.

A content analysis instrument was designed by the researcher to
assess the literature samplings. The instrument was validated by four

readers knowledgeable in the field of children's literature. There was a



S. Lynn Wilhelm

high percentage of agreement between the raters and the researcher.
The results of the study indicated that sixth grade students
preferred the categories of entertainers, sports figures and scientists.
The categories of U.S. political figures, world political figures and
explorers and pioneers were chosen least. Students listed a wide
variety of figures; most were sports and entertainment figures, paralleling
ther category choices. The students chose Babe Ruth, George
Washington, John F. Kennedy, Jackie Robinson, Neil Armstrong, Adolf
Hitler, Thomas Edison, and Mark Twain as the most interesting figures
from their textbooks. Biographical sketches and textbook passages
about these eight figures were examined and children wrote questions of
interest to them about each figure. The study found wide variation in the
depth and breadth of the biographical sketches. As a whole, however,
biographical sketches answered more of the students’ questions than did
the textbook passages. Vital statistics (birth, death, major
accomplishment ) were covered more often than personal information
about the individual. The textbook passages gave aimost no personal
information which students indicated in their questions was most

interesting to them.
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CHAPTERI
INTRODUCTION

A large number of biographies are published each year. This
researcher identified the titles of over 1400 biographies for children and
young adults published between 1978 - 1988; over 200 of those titles
were collective biographies, each containing biographical sketches
about more than one personality. Leonard Wood's (1984, p. 34) Gallup
survey indicated that biographies were one of the most popular
categories of nonfiction books, second only to referencefinstruction
books. Perusal of the literature reporting research about biographies,
suggests that the collective biography tends to be ignored though it holds
potential for use in the elementary classroom.

From twenty years of classroom experience this researcher has
found that textbooks all too often failed to provide adequately enough
information about the personalities they discussed, and the accounts
about historical events important in various areas of knowledge (i.e.
science, history, mathematics, etc.) tended to amount to merely a
progression of chronological reports filled with names and dates with
little attempt to provide a setting that enables students to truly understand
the events presented. Also, a special interest in children's literature,
especially in the genre of biography, has caused this researcher to look

for ways to use a variety of trade books in the elementary classroom to
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augment and extend the material found in district selected textbooks.
This researcher wanted to determine through a carefully structured

examination of all the textbooks used in one school district, if they
adequately provided the kind and amount of information about the lives
of important biographical personalities associated with each of these
areas of knowledge focused on in these textbooks.

Many teachers, especially elementary teachers who must be
knowledgeable in all subject areas, need help to gather appropriate
materials to augment the textbooks that only provide a basic curricular

structure. Those who do wish to find additional information discover that
choosing from supplemental sources is time consuming and often takes
a special knowledge of the subject matter. The informal “sharing”
network that exists and thrives among teachers points to the need for
increased knowledge of supplemental materials. Thus, this researcher
thought it was important to determine if there were collective biographies
available about the biographical personalities cited and discussed in
these textbooks.

The use of full or collective biographies to supplement existing
textbook materials could be valuable in all curricular areas such as
social studies, science, English and reading. Supplementing
biographical sketches of persons mentioned in textbooks with a more
detailed accounting could help students place them in the proper

historical setting. For instance, textbooks often speak of General Lee



and Grant in terms of the battles they fought; in a good biographical
sketch the plans, moves and motives of each General becomes clear
and students can understand the "why” as well as the "what happened™.

Full or collective biographies could offer additional areas for study
that are not presently covered in the school curriculum such as curent
news personalities, statosmen.. sports stars, entertainers, scientists, and
others who are rarely covered in textbooks; there is a recent trend to
produce more biographies of poets, authors, artists, musicians and
humanitarians (Huck, 1987, p. 569). This researcher has also noticed
an increased number of biographies about sports personalities and
popular entertainers, and current biographies are no longer limited to
those worthy of emulation; for example, the lives of villainous figures like
Hitler and Jesse James are the subject of current biographies.

This study examines the biographical information about
selected personalities found in both the fifth grade subject matter
textbooks and collective biographies. It also examines preferences of
grade six students for biographical personalities and categories of
biographical personalities to see if the subjects presented in textbooks
and /or in collective biographies reflect their preferences and provide the
information they would like to know about the individual personalities.
The researcher examined the fifth grade textbooks selected for use in
one school district. They included the basic textbooks designated for use

in the fifth grade classrooms to teach reading, math, spelling,



handwriting, English, science and social studies. This examination
produced a list of 374 biographical personalities mentioned in texts. In
most cases, the extent of information given about a biographical

personality in a mention amounted to a single sentence or paragraph.

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

The emphasis of this study will be three-fold: to assess grade six
students’ preferences for biographical subjects and categories of
biographical subjects, to examine the depth of coverage about these
same biographical subjects included in fifth grade subject matter
textbooks and collective biographies, and to assess whether the
information found in the textbooks and collective biographies is the
information grade six students want to know about biographical
personalities.

Several studies have examined children's preferences for
biography as a genre as compared to realistic fiction, adventure stories
and other genres (Graham, 1988, Haynes, 1988). In this study,
however, this researcher will attempt to determine which biographical
personalities and categories of personalities grade six students are most
interested in reading about. After preferences are determined, a
comparison will show whether the biographical personalities students
express an interest in reading about are the same as those mentioned in

their subject matter textbooks. The study will also categorize the



biographical figures accarding to the students' reading interests to see if
the categories of biographical figures students show an interest in are
the same categories of figures represented in their subject matter
textbooks.

Another aspect of the study will assess sixth grade students’
knowledge of selected biographical figures to determine if students are
learning about frequently mentioned biographical figures that are
presented in their textbooks. In relation to this aspect of the study,
collective biographies containing personalities specifically mentioned in
the subject matter textbooks will be identified to accomplish two
purposes. 1) to compare the kinds and depth of information these
sources provide about the biographical personalities with that
information available in the textbooks, and 2) to provide a resource of
available titles that teachers and librarians could use to enrich and

extend the curriculum.

THE NEED FOR THE STUDY
Researchers, librarians, children's literature specialists and
teachers of content area curriculum have stated that the use of
biographies in the classroom could be beneficial, yet relatively few
studies have specifically examined the genre of biography.
Kyoon's (1984) study of values and children’s biographies found

that a large variety of human values are covered in biographies for



children, especially the achievement related values (i.e. competence,
ambition). His study indicates that biographies provide excellent reading
material for children to learn about a wide variety of personalities and
instill positive values.

Myra Zarmowski (1988a) has found biographies to be a valuable
teaching tool for elementary and middie school students. Her work with
fourth grade students using fictional biographies and similar research
using older children and authentic biographies (Zarnowski, 1988b) has
shown that children who worked with biographies learned a great deal
about the historical figures studied, and were able to summarize and pull
out salient parts of a person's life. Zarmowski's work with biographies
had students listening to biographies read aloud, reading independently,
writing biographies on their own and working collaboratively.

Hermann (1978, p. 86) sees biography as a valuable tool for
helping children mature as individuals and as thinkers. She notes that
the perception of time, particularly “historic time” is a concept that
develops slowly in children. She notes:

in my own experience, | have observed that it is the third-

grader, the eight-year-old, who seems ready to step inde-

pendently outside his own time and space, to explore on

his own the lives of people, real people, nonfictional ones.

Reading skills, individualization, and historical sense seem

to have progressed together to the point where children at

this stage of their development are ready and eager for

facts about real’ people, people they have not met or will
never meet. They want most passionately to ‘know’.



Although Kyoon, Zamowski, and Hermann's work have found
biographies to be valuable classroom tools, like most articles and
research concerning biographies, they do not deal directly with collective
biographies. Major children's literature texts tend to ignore the collective
biography, indicating a need for additional study in this field. For
example, Huck (1987, p. 580) devotes only two paragraphs to the
subgenre while Sutherland (1981, pp. 410-11) uses only one paragraph
to delineate the collective biography. Norton (1987, pp. 564-580) does
not distinguish between a full biography and a collective biography,
although she does mention three collective biographies in her
discussion of books. Sculley's (1981) study of the biographies of five
United States military officers written during two different wartime periods
includes an examination of many collective biographies, fictionalized
biography and biographical fiction, but nowhere in his study does he
examine the differences that might be found in the collective biography.

Jo Car (1981) suggests that collective biographies are short
enough to avoid unwarranted fictionalization and might appeal to
children discouraged by longer books about the subject, but she does
not offer specific criteria or standards the collective biography should
strive to meet. Helen Haines (1950, pp.262-63), who successfully
described the subtle differences among the types of biographical writings
that have appeared since Plutarch's time, narowly defines the collective
biography as “the lives of a number of person's, selected or grouped or



assembled in encyclopedic form." She goes on to say that the collective
biography is "usually more material of information than is the individual
biography; it is more condensed, more a record of dates and facts, less
capable on account of its brevity, of reproducing personality and
character.”

Some of the recent collgctivo biographies for children fit nicely into
Haines' definition, but some do not. Most recent collective biographies
are assembled thematically and tell the lives or a portion of the lives of a
limited number of personalities. Done well, the collective biography
does, in a limited amount of space, provide the essence or personality of
a character. Three current titles offer typical examples: Born Different:
The Amazing Story of Some Very Special People (Drimmer, 1988) teils
of six severely handicapped individuals who became famous because of
and in spite of their deformities. The book offers a complete but
abbreviated look at each life and a glimpse at the mental anguish that
each had to face. Inspirations; Stories About Women Artists (Sills,
1989) combines the art and lives of four modern painters. The author's
approach is to show how each artist's life effected their art; consequently,
the years of each artist's productive artwork is highlighted. Bemarkable
Children: Twenty Who Made History (Fradin, 1987) deals only with the
childhood years of twenty subjects who became well known while still
children such as Sacajawea, interpreter for Lewis and Clark; Zerah
Colburn, a mathematical prodigy; and famous artist Pablo Picasso. Yet



not all lived to be remarkable adults. Each subject's adult life is
condensed into one or two paragraphs, even when the subject continued
to live a productive adult life as well.

Biographies, specifically the collective biography, seem to be a
viable and promising area of study. A second question to consider then,
is what information can cdlocﬁvo biographies add to the existing subject
matter textbooks? Textbooks have often been the target of harsh
criticism. Allen (1988), for example, examined social studies instruction
and found, in part, that the dominant instructional tool continues to be the
conventional textbook. He noted little interdisciplinary teaching. In his
recommendations he suggests, in part, that textbooks be used along with
a wide variety of supplemental resources and that numerous
opportunities for integration of other disciplines be used.

In a similar study, Swibold (1984), a school librarian, examined
fitth and sixth grade social studies books used in her school. Her
textbook examination revealed an overall briefness and simplicity in
textbook explanations. The sixth grade text, for example, summarized
Hitler's treatment of the Jews during World Wer |l in three paragraphs;
the removal of the Indians in the Southwest is explained in the fifth grade
book in the single sentence, "Settlers wanted these lands because they
were good for farming.” After her perusal of the textbooks, Swibold
selected trade books from the library to supplement several areas of the

text, reviewed each book, and sent written comments to each teacher.
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She found, as a result of her work, many teachers took advantage of the
supplemental materials available. Gagnon (1989) found that "it is not
the lack of space, but the failure to analyze, to make connections,” that
accounts for the ineffectiveness of most social studies textbooks. His
study provides a close, comparative analysis of five American history
textbooks frequently used in secondary schools today.

The most notable condemnation of current textbooks, however,
comes from Diane Ravitich (1989, p. 38) in an article offering
suggestions for better education in the future. On curent textbooks she
states:

The new curriculum demands new textbooks,
because most textbooks today are hefty and bland
encyclopedias, not the exciting naratives that are
needed. It also demands collaboration among teachers
of history and literature, so that the best literature of and
about the period can be brought into the classroom.
And, neediess to say, it will require well-educated
teachers who have the same zest for their subject matter.

The same approach in the teaching of reading and
language arts would force a major overhaul of the
mechanistic methods and dreary basal textbooks used in
most schools today. ... No aduit would willingly read the
basal textbooks and the encyclopedic history texts that
are foisted upon school children today. |f we won't read
them, why should we be surprised when children don't
want to.

A final aspect of this study will assess the knowledge six grade
students possess about the biographical figures found in their textbooks,

and determine what information students want to know about the
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biographical figures they read about. This information will provide
valuable implications for content area teaching. If students lack
background knowledge of the personalities mentioned only briefly in
their textbooks, then the students’ ability to comprehend will be limited. If
the information presented about the biographical personalities in the
textbook is of no interest to students, they probably will not retain the
information presented. Slater and Graves (Muth, ed., pp. 140-166) noted
several studies that found that expository text became more difficult to
read when children were reading unfamiliar text and were unable to
discern text structure and main ideas. Ogle's (Muth, ed., pp. 205-223)
KWL (the know, want to know, learn) strategy reinforces the need for
teacher instruction to begin with an assessment of students’ prior
knowledge.

Hirsch (1987) calls for a shared body of information that every
person needs to know in order to be “culturally literate.” This body of
information includes a passing knowledge of great biographical figures
from history and contemporeary times, as well as a knowledge of world
geography and other subjects. Hirsch contends that this knowledge is
no longer received in school. William Bennett (1986, p. 165) agrees with
Hirsch that "the ability to comprehend depends chiefly on the amount of
relevant prior knowledge one has.”

If students do not know about important biographical personalities

from history and contemporary times, it seems important to try and
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discern why they do not retain this information that is introduced in the
textbooks in an effort to improve students’ learning. In a recent interview
Lynne Cheney (1989, p. 10) was asked why she thought that many
students lack basic cultural knowledge:

First of all, they've never studied some of what they're

asked about. ... Some of what they are asked about

they have studied, but they've forgotten it, often because

it hasn't been made to seem interesting or important to

them. This is a problem in history, particularly, where

textbooks are all too often collections of dry facts. The

drama of the past is missing, and so is a sense of its
significance.

In summary, the need for the study involves the assessment of the
collective biography as a specific type of literature for children, an
assessment of the content of subject matter textbooks to see if they offer
sufficient information about the biographical figures mentioned, and an
assessment of grade six students' knowledge, preferences and interest

in biographical figures.

SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY
Continuing curriculum development is important to teachers’
professional growth. Teachers need to find new resources to
supplement the basic textbooks designated by school districts to update
and/or improve current instruction. This study provides a valuable list of

supplemental resources that teachers and curiculum planners in the
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district involved in the study could use when ordering new library
materials.

On a more global scale, this study extends and supplements
curent research that has been done on biographies. Though earlier
studies have examined biographies in terms of values (Kyoon, 1984),
and compared information written about specific biographical figures
during different periods of history (Sculley, 1981), this study looks
specifically at the collective biography and compares it to information
provided in subject matter textbooks. Collective biographies can be

easily used in the classroom and can provide additional information not
available in texts. In addition, collective biographies can provide
material for students who have trouble learning textbook material. It is
always important to monitor students’ knowledge, preferences and
interests. This information is essential for developing an understandable

and motivating curriculum.

LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY
1. The study examined only the grade six students at one large
intermediate school in eastern Michigan, about an hour
northeast of Detroit. Although the school's population is
diverse, the entire largely rural area is conservative when

compared with more urban populations.
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2. The study examined only the textbooks currently selected for
use in the target school district. It also assumes that all fifth
grade teachers used all the district selected texts for

instruction.

3. All data for the study was collected during a two week period.
Students who were Mt for the administration of one of the
two main instruments were eliminated from the study.

4. One of the classrooms involved in the study was taught by a
substitute while the regular teacher was on a medical leave,
during the time when the study took place.

5. The researcher was not able to administer the two main data
collecting instruments herself. Instead, another person was
trained to administer the two instruments.

6. Like other preference studies, this study is static in nature.
Though this study determines the biographical figures
and categories of figures students indicate they would like to

read about, it does not measure reading that is actually done
by the students as an interest study would.
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS

1. What biographical figures are portrayed in subject matter textbooks
and in collective biographies?
a. Are the same figures featured in the subject matter textbooks
also written about in collective biographies?
b. Are there collective biographies written about the figures
students say they would like to read about?
2. What categories of biographical figures do grade six students want
to read about?
a. Is gender a consideration when choosing categories of
biographical figures or specific biographical figures?
b. How frequently do grade six students choose to read about
biographical figures?
¢. Do students’ perceived category preferences match the figures
in which they express an interest?
3. Which biographical figures do sixth grade students want to read
about?
a. Are the figures students select, the same personalities found in
ther subject matter textbooks?
b. Which textbook figures do sixth grade students find most

interesting?
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¢. How much knowledge do sixth grade students have about the
biographical figures mentioned in their subject matter
textbooks?

4. Do collective biographies answer sixth grade students' questions
about the most preferred biographical figures mentioned in their
subject matter toxtbook§ (i.e. vital statistics and personality traits)
as indicated by the students in the Textbook-Driven Preference
Instrument?

5. What kind of reatment (i.e. depth, breadth, and style) of the
biographical subjects is given in the subject matter textbooks as
compared with the collective biographies?

DEFINITION OF TERMS
biography - The story of a life.

biographical sketch - A short, informational piece written
about a particular person that can very in length from a few
paragraphs to several pages.

collective biography - A biography that examines more than
one subject in a series of biogapﬁical sketches. Each enty
is shorter than a full length biography and can cover the
entire life or a portion of each subject's life. They are mostly

factual accounts with no fictionalization.
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full biography - A biography of one individual that spans the
entrre life of a personality. It is well researched and uses no
invented dialogue or incidents that cannot be documented.
(Some literature scholars use the terms authentic biography

and full biography interchangeably.)

partial biography - A' biography which completely covers one
period of a person's life. Most often the childhood years
are highlighted in warks for children and they are often
highly fictionalized.

fictional biography - A book that is primarily biography with
some fictionalization. It dramatizes some events and
personalizes the subject. The author may invent dialogue
and include the unspoken thoughts of the subject, but
events are most often based on actual facts taken from
period sources.

biographical fiction - A book consisting entirely of imagined
conversation and fictional events. It is often based loosely
and generally on an historical period.

subject matter textbooks - Those books selected for use by a school

district and provided to all teachers and students for use. These

books are evaluated and replaced or updated on a revolving

schedule, every five years in the district involved in the study.
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trade books - Any books other than textbooks written expressly for
children.

preference - A student's choice when asked to determine among
personalities or categories on a list which they would choose.
A preference does not measure students' actual behaviors, it

measures their perceived choices and possible actions.

SUMMARY

Chapter | presents the statement of the problem to be studied.
The study contains a comparison of information found about selected
biographical figures in collective biographies and in fifth grade subject
matter textbooks. It also examines sixth grade students’ preferences for
biographical personalities and categories of biographical personalities,
therr knowledge about selected biographical figures from their textbooks,
and compares questions students’' have about biographical personalities
with the information available to the students in textbooks and collective
biographies.

Chapter Il includes a review of the related literature in the areas of
biography as a genre of literature, children's preferences for biography,
the content and treatment of biographical figures in subject matter

textbooks, and the use of the biography in the curriculum.



CHAPTERII
REVIEW OF THELITERATURE

The review of the literature is divided into four main areas which are
pertinent to this study: 1) biography as a genre of literature, 2) children's
preferences for biography, 3i the content and treatment of biographical
figures in subject matter textbooks, and 4) the use of biographies in the

curriculum.
BIOGRAPHY ASA GENRE OF LITERATURE

The /lustary of mankind is the fistary of its great men. lto
nd out these, clean the art From them, and place trem

o ther proper pedesta),
Thomas Carjye (Taylor, 1970, p. 17)

Several school and public librarians, children's literature scholars
and reviewers have attempted to define a "good™ biography for children.
Huck et al. (1987, p. 573), Norton (1987, p.. 566-569), and Sutheriand
et al. (1981, p. 402-406) include an examination of the choice of the
subject, characterization, theme, accuracy and authenticity, and style in
their criteria for evaluation of biographies for children. Cullinan (1989, p.
461-2) suggests similar criteria for evaluation though she- uses the same

19
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criteria for both historical fiction and biographies.

Though criteria varies slightly depending on the scholar, there is
widespread agreement that biographies for children vary greatly in
quality. Taylor (1970, p. 13) warns that “teachers must be critical in their
selection of biography.” Haines (1950, p. 252) states:

The profusion of biographies entails constantly mare

thorough sifting, more careful discrimination and

comparison in current selection; for though work of

high quality and of varied and unusual aspect may be

found in rich abundance, there is also a mounting

deposit of books that are trivial, shoddy and superfiuous.

Good biographies are not common. Great biographies

are rare.

A look at the basic criteria established by scholars in the field of
children's literature will help those wishing to use biographies able to
make wise choices.

Choice of Subject

Worthy subjects for biographies today exist everywhere.
Chadwick (1985, p. 16) says that personalities come from the fields of
"scientists, rock stars, sports heroes, writers, political and historical
figures, educators, statesmen, explorers, theatrical performers, dancers
and artists. She says that in choosing a subject to write about, writers
need to “please children, please editors and themselves." The most
important criterion for choosing a subject, however, is the writer's

personal interest in the individual (p. 17). Fritz (1986) agrees that

authors must have a personal interest in their subject. She says she
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does not need to like the characters she writes about, but she does have
to understand them.

Witucke (1985) identified eighty individual biographies published
in 1983 in a study to determine trends in juvenile biography. She found
that of the eighty personalities, half were living; Among the deceased
subjects, the largest number were from the twentieth century. A third of
the living figures were athletés and entertainers. Authors most often
chose to deal with the subjects’ whole life rather than one part of it.

Mellon (1990, p. 226) says that while it is less important for
biographies to be current than it is science books, “for the browsing teen,
biographies of ‘dead people' are not the reason they select books from
this category. They are interested in people of modern times, people
they can ‘relate to' - biographies of movie stars, athletes, and
adventurers. Though students indicate a high interest in these types of
personalities, they don't often make the best subjects. Gellert (1986, p.
28) found in his examination of hockey biographies and autobiographies
that most are structured to “present the highlights of a hero's career
chronologically. While this approach is a good way to present the
development of athletes over ther careers, he cautions that "a strictly
chronological structure can lead to an over-emphasis on factual content
as opposed to broader concerns. Also, while action is necessarily
dominant in sports stories, there is the danger of a dulling accumulation

of similar episodes.”
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Selecting an appropriate subject to depict in a biography is often
a difficult process. Fisher (Carr, ed.,, 1982, p. 134) believes that some
subjects are unsuitable for all ages of children who read biographies.
She states that "certain subjects seem unsuited to biography for all but
older boys and girls, who may be expected to make reasonable
judgments of (the subject's) iregular or unusual or puzzling behavior."
Hermann (1978), however, feels these taboos are slowly slipping away.
She uses the new biographies for juveniles about George Eliot and
George Sand as examples that extramarital affairs are no longer reasons
to ignore otherwise worthy individuals. For the most part though,
biographers either leave out or gloss over most unsavory or controversial
material. Kamen (1978, p. 21) says:

Information must also be made comprehensible and

have some relevance to a child. Aduilt ‘gossip' of

- disappointing love affairs, nasty court cases, political

squabbles don't belong in the book, unless they carry

the story to some new conclusion or give some insight

into the personality of the man or woman.

Characterization

The character depicted by the author in a children's biography
can be flat or interesting and multi-dimensional. Groff (1980) says that
most biographies for children present a stilted view of characters where
they are seen as invincible superhumans. He warns that the more

children read about biographical personalities that are portrayed as

heroes, "the less it is possible for them to achieve the personality
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integration that supposedly will be the result of such areading.” (p. 271)

Fisher (1972, p. 303) says that the most impartant job of a
biographer is to show a man as he really was and to try and get readers
to realize that they are reading about real human beings. Kamen (1987,
p. 21), an author of children's biographies herself, stresses the need to
make characters come alive, and in her analysis, a good biography is
quite similar to novels. She éw:

| like to think of (biographies) as novels coming directly

from life, but with certain constraints. Characters and

events are set out for you and cannot be changed. You

are as free as any writer, however, to interpret them.

Like a novelist, you must breathe life back into people

and events.

Lomask (1986, p. 13) states, as well, that biography is not just a
collection of facts about a life, but a “portrait of a man or woman in conflict
with himself, or the world around him, or with both.”

A good biography then, must produce a character of some depth
rather than a flat portrayal that relies strictly on the subject's deeds and
exploits. Historically, Thomas Carlyle (Pachter 1979, p. 11) was the first
biographer to try to show the whole person. Haines ( 1950, p. 267)
states that a biography will be good only if the subject is interesting or
made interesting by the author. Well developed portrayals, according to
Carr (1981, p. 21), allow children to identify with biographical figures
without encouraging adulation. Unfortunately, Moore (1990) states that

often current biographies for children do not give that whole picture. She
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is especially concerned that biographies “rarely contain even a smidgen

of personal information.” As an example she states:

in Herry of Navarre, for example, Albert C. Gross ignores
or briefly glosses over the French king's personality, health,

eating and drinking habits, finances, religious beliefs, and
court life, and neglects to summarize his achievements. In
addition, Gross examines Henry's life from birth to age 34 in
just nine scattered pages. (p. 95)

Theme

Even a biography has an implied theme of sorts. Though the
author is dealing with real occurrences and documented facts, the
interpretation of the facts determines how the character is portrayed.
Edel (Pachter, ed., 1979, p. 18) describes what he calls the
"biographical responsibility.” This responsibility includes “not only
accumulating and offering facts; it entails the ability to interpret these
facts in the light of all that the biographer has learned about his subject.”
Kearns (Pachter, ed., 1979, p. 101), who wrote a recent biography about
Lyndon Johnson, reiterates Edel's job of the biographer as she states,
"the biographer finds that the past is not simply the past, but a prism
through which the subject filters his own changing self image.” Girard
(1988, p. 464) suggests that theme is one of the most important
elements needed to develop a worthy biography. She says:

The only biography worth reading is one that is a result

of art. Biographers select, arange and ground their work

on some ‘invention' — some plot or driving line, some theme
about a person in his or her time. They decide what to
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highlight, what causes to assign the actions; they recreate
scenes, sometimes with dialogue, sometimes without.
She goes on to describe the unique and popular style of Jean Fritz,
today's children's biographer extraordinaire. Not all biographies have a
theme, explicit or implied, but all worthy biographies do.

Accuracy and Authenticity

Though most biographies for children in the past were not well
documented, well-written books today are incorporating more research
and documentation into the creation of ther books. However, Moore
(1985, p. 34) says that errors in children’s biography are still common
and fit into three categories: 1) inaccuracies in numbers, dates and
names, 2) incompiete or misleading information due to simplification of
the text, and 3) blatantly false or incorrect information. Her examination
of several biographies discovered many violations of accuracy. In her
conclusion she suggests the following remedy to improve the accuracy
and authenticity of juvenile biographies:

Authors and publishers are aware of the need for factual

accuracy. Ther concern, though, is diminished when they

see error-filled books are purchased. Librarians, book

reviewers, teachers, and parents can assist by setting higher

standards and by analyzing, examining, discussing,
questioning, critiquing, and even discrediting materials. (p. 35)

Saul (1986) says that distartions in biographies fit into two main

categories, simple misrepresentation of fact and misplaced emphasis.
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Her conclusions were based on her extensive examination of several
biographies written about Marie Curie. She found, for instance, that most
biographers placed strong emphasis on the perfect marriage of Pierre
and Marie because that interpretation fits our own cultural mores. In fact,
the Curies did had a solid marriage, but Saul says it was based on
similar interests and devotion to ther work more than on the storybook
love that is portrayed. Saul fbund that “incidents which dramatically
support current notions of femininity, politics and science are repeated in
tale after tale” (p. 104). Most biographies examined by Saul also failed to
look at the other side of Curie's personality: her anti religious sentiments,
her failure to admit that radium might be harmful, and her lack of strong
maternal instincts are glossed over or not discussed. (p. 105)

Vipond (1983, p. 22) says that many of the inaccuracies that
occur in children's biographies are due to the disproportionate amount of
space devoted to the subjects’ early life, the time that the least amount of
factual information is available. Under these circumstances, she says,
"the author's creative imagination tends to replace factual data. Vipond
examined four full length biographies of the Canadian scientist, Frederick
Banting. All books she examined tried to show that Banting was an
average child from and average home who succeeded because of
extraordinary hard work and persistence. She also discovered through
her research that "although in the past children's biographies often
eulogized the pure hero, without warts, the modern tendency is to show



27

some character flaws. Though all four books examined portrayed
Banting as a great man, two of them also point out his frequent
impatience and gruffness (p.29).

Vipond also found, in the case of the Banting biographies, that
most authors do little original research and rely on previously published
accounts (p. 30). Groff (1973, p. 214) criticizes biographers for the same
practice. He states:

Many biographers for children can be said to belong to

the ‘rewrite school of production.’ These are the authors

who cut-up-and-paste-back a previously written biography

for adults. These writers go to an acceptable full-Hength,

adult account of a great man's life and rewrite it into a

brief narrative, and what now is hoped will be a narrative

understandable by children. However, the rewrite

biographer does not make a committed search for truth

and new information.

Hermann (1978), however, defends the biographer's right to use akeady
published sources. She says the original research is often too time
consuming and may "occupy a lifetime.” Instead she suggests that
authors have “the obligation to discover authoritative sources, to select
from them judiciously, and to document scrupulously one's use of
sources, differentiating between fact and opinion™ (p. 91).

Haines (1950, p. 267) says that "sympathy and impartiality are
the two great attributes of a fine biography, for there should always be
critical perception of the weaknesses and tempermental defects of the
subject.” Pachter (1979, p. 13) says that modern biographers are less

like to expose than in the past. He says that the biographer's job is “to



28

portray the whole sense of the person, the relationship between the
public ideal of himself, which he holds as his ‘personal mythology' and
the inner fears, longings, and spirited aspirations that call it forth.” Fritz
(1986, p. 402) speaks about the multiplicity of her characters. When she
writes an authentic biography, she says it “requires not only research but
a coming to terms with that open end. She explains:

| often wish | could begin biographies the way Russians

begin their fairy stories. There once was and there was

not. There once was a very brave man Benedict Arnold

who was also not very brave at all. There once was a

man named Christopher Columbus who was right when

everyone else was wrong and wrong when everyone else

was right.

The accuracy of the setting can often delineate a good biography
from a mediocre one. Tuchman (Pachter, ed., p.133) claims that she
uses biography “less for the sake of the individual subject than a vehicle
for exhibiting an age.” For children the setting is especially important
because it helps them put the story in the comrect historical period and
refines their cognitive skills. According to Hermann (1979, p.86),
“events are told and accepted as icons, images to be assembled and
reassembled over a period of years, to be fleshed out with reading and
experience and thinking and physical growth into an increasingly
complex conceptual framework.”

Fisher (1972, p. 303) believes that one of the main purposes of
biography for children is to "help a young reader develop a sense of
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period.” Expanding on this theory she says:
Biography should partake of history not only in describing
outward details of costume, architecture or manners but
also in providing broad generalisations (sic) of the kind which
stay in the memory because of their impact, and attract to
themselves more facts and ideas as we read more about a
particular subject. (p. 334)
Kamen (1987, p 21), another children’s biographer, also agrees on the
importance of arich setting. She says "because eight-to eleven-year-
olds are expected to have only a limited knowledge of history or foreign
cultures, it is necessary, somewhere along the way to add the essential

background information in your book.”

Style

A final consideration of the criteria of biography is style. Carr
(1987. p. 711) says that style is crucial. She relates an experiment by a
University of Minnesota professor to show the effects that readable text
has on the reader. The professor had two writers revise a "dry-as-dust”
account of the Vietnam war. After testing the new text with students, he
found that “vivid writing, complete with concrete language and strong
verbs and nouns, is not only more fun to read but easier to understand
and remember.” Carr suggests the following test to measure the
readability of good nonfiction:

Compare the writing in a trade book with a textbook

account of the same subject. The contrast will be

obvious: one personal, the other impersonal, one
specific and detailed, the other vague and general;
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one lively and enthusiastic, the other dry and

scholarly. The author of a good tradebook seems

to be speaking to the reader as one enthusiast to

another. (p. 711)
Unfortunately, Carr believes that too few nonfiction tradebooks are well-
written and that many suffer from the same faults as textbooks. Longford
(1987, p. 21) describes her own personal rules she follows when
creating biographies: always keep your narative moving, and never
lose sight of your subject for more than a page or two. Avoiding those
pitfalls usually prevents authors from the dry, textbook type rhetoric that
Carr describes.

in general, the question that garners the most debate is how much
fictionalization is permissible in the juvenile biography? Haines (1950,
p. 265) states that one should consider the following when assessing
biographies for children:

A workable general rule is to consider that constant

use of the present tense in narrative, introduction of

dialogue, and a highly pictorial rendering of dramatic

and emotional scenes, constitute undue fictionalization;

that a sustained framework of plot, combined with dialogue,

soliloquy, and use of imaginary characters and episodes,
denote a novel.

Stylistically, according to adult standards, many children's
biographies like those of Jean Fritz violate many of criteria for excellence.
However, Girard says that perhaps children's biographies need the truth
and authenticity of the adult biography mixed with some stylistic

techniques that include some elements of fiction. Girard (1988, p. 469)
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summarizes her beliefs:

Good biographers make inferences. They select or
devise images holding a book together - in fact, holding
a life together. That inference comes from a combination
of small, painstaking resuits of human inquiry. By
journalism's standards Jean Fritz is not particularly
responsible. But by artistic standards, her work is
superb. She knows how and when to use several

fiction tools: invented dialogue, indirect discourse,
interior monologue and attribution.

Carr (1981, p. 22) supports Girard's belief in the stylistic genius of
Jean Fritz. She states that “her lively biographical writing has blown like
a fresh breeze across the children's book world. She sticks to the facts,
but she ignites them with such spark that they illuminate ordinary facts.”

Fisher (1972, p. 306) says that juvenile biographies are filled with
action so that they will appeal to children. Because of this "most
biographies written for them emphasise (sic) deeds rather than words or
thoughts.” Yet, in contrast to her believe that many biographies are bland
because of the emphasis on action rather than examination of the whole
individual, Fisher (p. 359) does not believe in the current stylistic
techniques of today's successful biographers for children. She says of
biographical writers, “the author never invents conversation; she never
intrudes into private thoughts or deduces what she has not been told.”

Tuchman (Pachter, ed., 1979, p. 134), a noted adult biographer,
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however, discusses the importance of a readable style when she states:
Whether in biography or straight history, my form is the
narrative because that is what comes naturally to me. |
think of history as a story and myseif as a storyteller, and

the reader as a listener whose attention must be held if
he is not to wander away.

Gellert's (1986, p. 30) examination of hockey biographies and
autobiographies found that most suffer from “exaggeration, lack of
imagination, oversimplification and sentimentality.” However, he does
not consider that the greatest flaw of most of the sports biographies he
examined; he says “the single flaw most prevalent is the writers'
penchant for awkward, stiited, and sometimes cliche-ridden language.”
Gellert pulled examples of cliches from the books he examined
including: tough as nails, the funniest man | ever met, punching out his
coach, one in a million, and nearly died on the spot.

In summary, biography can be a valuable genre both for education
and entertainment. However, not all possess the criteria for quality. Only
after an examination of the author's choice of subject, its characterization,
theme, accuracy and authenticity, and style can the merit of a biography
be determined. Haines (1950, p. 249) states the lasting value of the
biography, the reasons why readers should continue to sift through tbe
good, the mediocre and the bad.
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