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Lesson Plan: Biography Detective -
Uncovering a Life Story
Materials Needed:

Notebook or paper
Pencils, pens, and colored markers/pencils
Computer with internet access (with parental supervision)
Optional: Index cards
Optional: Poster board or a long sheet of paper for a timeline
Example of a short biography (e.g., a book from the "Who Was?" series, or an online article
from a site like National Geographic Kids)

Subject: English Language Arts

Topic: Introduction to Biography Writing

Grade Level: 4th-5th Grade (Age 10)

Time Allotment: 90 minutes (can be split into two 45-minute sessions)

1. Learning Objectives

By the end of this lesson, the student will be able to:

Define what a biography is and distinguish it from an autobiography.
Identify the key elements of a person's life story (e.g., birth, childhood, challenges, major
achievements, legacy).
Conduct basic, guided research to gather important facts about a chosen person.
Organize researched information chronologically by creating a visual timeline.
Write several clear, descriptive paragraphs about the most significant events in their subject's
life.

2. Lesson Activities & Instructional Strategies

Part 1: The Hook - Who Am I? (10 minutes)

The goal here is to spark curiosity about people's lives.

Activity: Play a "Who Am I?" guessing game. Provide clues about a famous person the student
likely knows (e.g., an astronaut, an artist, a historical figure).

Example Clue 1: "I was born in 1879 in Germany."
Example Clue 2: "I was not a very good student in my early years, and some of my
teachers thought I wouldn't amount to much."
Example Clue 3: "I developed the world's most famous equation: E=mc²."
Answer: Albert Einstein

Discussion: Ask, "What kind of clues helped you guess? What makes a person's life story
interesting?" This introduces the idea that biographies are built from important facts and
events.
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Part 2: The Investigation - What Makes a Biography? (15 minutes)

This part introduces the core concepts through exploration.

Direct Instruction: Clearly explain: "A biography is the story of a real person's life written
by someone else. An autobiography is when a person writes their own life story." (Think:
'auto' means self, like an automobile moves by itself).
Analyze an Example: Read a short, engaging biography together. As you read, pause and
identify the key ingredients of the life story. Use a piece of paper to create a "Biography
Recipe" and list the elements you find, such as:

Date and Place of Birth
Family and Childhood
Education or Training
Major Obstacles or Challenges Faced
Key Accomplishments or Discoveries
Impact on the World (Legacy)
Date of Death (if applicable)

Part 3: Choose Your Subject - The Case is Assigned (10 minutes)

This step fosters engagement by providing student choice.

Brainstorm: Together, create a list of people the student is curious about. This could be
anyone: a historical figure, a scientist, an artist, an athlete, an inventor, or even a family
member like a grandparent.
Select a Subject: The student chooses one person from the list to be their "biography
subject." This person will be the focus of their creative project.

Part 4: The Field Work - Gathering Clues (25 minutes)

This is where the student applies research skills in a structured way.

Research: Guide the student to find information about their person using kid-safe search
engines (like Kiddle or DuckDuckGo) or encyclopedia websites. The goal isn't to read
everything, but to find the facts for their "Biography Recipe."
Note-Taking: Have the student write down important facts on paper or index cards.
Encourage them to focus on dates, key events, and interesting details. Frame it as "collecting
clues for your case file."

Part 5: Application - Create a Story Timeline (30 minutes)

This is the main creative project, focusing on organization and critical thinking over rote
memorization. It turns facts into a story.

Build the Timeline: Using a poster board or a long sheet of paper, the student will create a
timeline of their subject's life. They should mark key dates and write a short sentence for each
event. Encourage them to add drawings or symbols to make it visual and engaging. This helps
them see the "story arc" of a person's life.
Identify the "BIG FIVE": Ask the student to look at their completed timeline and circle the
five most important or interesting moments. This requires them to think critically about
cause and effect and what truly defined the person.
Write It Out: On a separate sheet of paper, the student will write one paragraph for each of
the "BIG FIVE" moments. Each paragraph should explain what happened and why it was
important for their subject's life or for the world. This is the core of the biography—explaining
significance, not just listing facts.
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3. Assessment Methods

Formative (During Lesson): Observe the student's participation in the "Who Am I?" game
and their ability to identify elements in the example biography. Listen to their reasoning for
choosing their "BIG FIVE" moments.
Summative (End of Lesson): The assessment is the creative project itself. Review the Story
Timeline and the "BIG FIVE" paragraphs using a simple checklist:

Does the timeline include at least 5-7 accurate, chronological events?
Are the five chosen moments significant to the person's story?
Does each paragraph clearly explain the event and its importance?
Is the writing clear and understandable?

4. Differentiation and Inclusivity

For a Student Needing Support:
Provide a pre-made timeline template with some dates already filled in.
Offer a curated list of kid-friendly websites for their specific subject to make research
less overwhelming.
Work together to choose the "BIG FIVE" moments, discussing the importance of each one
before they begin writing.

For a Student Seeking a Challenge (Extension):
Ask the student to find a direct quote from their subject and explain what it reveals
about their personality.
Have the student transform their "BIG FIVE" paragraphs into a full, one-page biography,
adding an introduction and a conclusion.
Challenge them to present their biography in a different format, such as a short video
report, a comic strip, or a "Bio-Box" filled with objects that represent the person's life.
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