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Child Biographies
Our students think that life began with them, 
though grudging credit is given to their parents. 
Many think those who are dead and part of history 
are a boring and alien species who bear no rel-
evance to them. We thought the same things when 
we were kids and are shocked when our childhood 
years are considered history—even those of us 
born in the seventies! 

Believing that the best years on the planet 
occur after one is born is one of the first things we 
have in common with those who came before us. 
“The first and most unusual of the high points of 
my life is that I was born in this century in which 
the whole world became known.” (Girolamo 
Cardano, an Italian doctor writing of his boyhood 
in the sixteenth century.)

One way to make history seem more relevant 
to your students is to encourage them to look at 
it through the eyes of the children who lived it. 
Gather artifacts and books and give them a peek 
into the times they might have lived if they’d been 
born earlier.

Seen But not Heard

For thousands of years, children were without 
voices. They were not considered worthy of notice 
until they reached puberty. Many children were 
smart, brave, and inventive, but since they could 
not read or write, they were unable to pass on 
word of their achievements. We know about these 
children from artifacts, mosaics, statues, and other 
images of everyday life that have been unearthed 
by archeologists, and mentioned by historians. 

Two books that have pieced together child-
hood evidence from the distant past are Ancient 
Greek Children and Ancient Roman Children. 
Students will be shocked to know how tough 
life was for them. Three of ten children born in 
those times did not survive to their first birth-
day, and few survived to the age of ten. More 

Roman women died in childbirth than Roman 
men died in war. Parents were legally permitted 
to put unwanted babies outside to starve or die of 
exposure. For those who survived, life was strict. 
Students who lightly say, “My dad is going to kill 
me!” will be surprised to know that in ancient 
Rome, fathers had the right to kill their children 
for disobedience. 

Kids Throughout History is a series of twenty-
four-page books with a large font and full-page 
paintings, photographs, and other illustrations 
on every other page. Facing pages give details 
about daily lives of children, making eras come 
alive because students can imagine themselves in 
the shoes (or bare feet) of those children. Titles 
include Kids in Ancient Greece, Kids in the Middle 
Ages, Kids during the Renaissance, Kids in Colonial 
Times, Kids in Pioneer Times, and Kids during the 
American Civil War. 

One child who became very 
famous was Alexander, born a 
prince of Macedon. At the age of 
fourteen, he killed his first man 
in battle. At sixteen, he became a 
military commander, and became 
king of Macedon and ruler of all 
Greece four years later. Alexander 
the Great eventually conquered 
twenty-one modern-day countries 
before his death at thirty-three. 
Alexander, The Boy Soldier Who Conquered 
the World makes for fascinating reading, especially 
as a read aloud. 

Other rulers gained fame as children. Elizabeth 
I was two when her mother was beheaded by her 
father, King Henry VIII and nine when he died. 
She became queen at twenty-five and ruled suc-
cessfully for more than forty years. Others achieved 
the throne before becoming adults. Cleopatra 
was seventeen and Tutankham just nine. Victoria 
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was barely eighteen when she became Queen of 
England. Their biographies are fascinating, and 
paired with historical fiction, can give your stu-
dents an idea of what it would have been like if 
they wore those royal shoes. 

Pair the Cleopatra books 
by Geras or Stanley with the 
historical fiction Cleopatra 
VII, Daughter of the Nile; 
Egypt, 57 B.C. Other fictional 
royal diaries include Victoria, 
May Blossom of Britannia; 
England, 1829 (pair with 
The British Empire and Queen 
Victoria in World History) and 
Elizabeth I, Red Rose of the House of Tudor; England, 
1544 which puts heart into the facts of Elizabeth I: 
The Outcast Who Became England’s Queen. 

After discovering that King Tut was more 
famous for his tomb than his rule (Who Was King 
Tut?), students will enjoy the humor of Scieszka’s 
Tut, Tut. Students may also feel some satisfaction 
that the maligned and possibly murdered boy king 
has had vindication by reading the graphic version 
of The Curse of King Tut’s Tomb.  

“We Were tHere, too!”

Our history is founded on the contributions of all 
its members, not just the most famous, rich, or 
adult. When more of the common people could 
write, they kept journals and wrote letters, many 
of which have survived and give us a picture of the 
lives of children as well as adults. Use the follow-
ing to add relevance and immediacy to your study 
of that period with your students.

In We Were There, Too! Phillip Hoose presents 
the carefully researched history of young people 

in American history. The book 
includes woodcuts, paintings, 
maps, copies of posters and 
broadsides, and photographs 
in the 264 oversized pages 
that document the lives and 
contributions of children and 
young adults from the time of 
the able-bodied boys (“unlike 
many of the old sailors, 

most boys still had both arms and legs”) onboard 
Columbus’s ships. 

Next comes the short story of the Tainos who 
discovered Columbus stepping on their land. 
“Anthropologists conclude that at least half of all 
Tainos were fifteen or younger.” Sixty-five young 
people and their times are documented and illus-
trated in this book, grouped by nine historical 
periods. One of the last in the book is Ryan White, 
diagnosed with AIDS in the late 1980s, when little 
was publicly known, who died one year before 
achieving his dream to graduate high school, but 
who lives on in legislation in his name that was 
passed to protect AIDS victims. 

This book is so well written that it makes a 
read-aloud that will have your students not only 
hooked, but walking in the shoes they might have 
worn had they been born at that time. They will 
meet child slaves and spies, mariners, soldiers 
(boys and girls), artists and newsies (newspaper 
hawkers), rebels, and heroes who made history 
before their eighteenth birthdays.

Drawing parallels between the lives of children 
in bygone times shows students that despite theirs 
being a digital age, children of every age have 
wanted to play, have friends, and get along in their 
families. Real American Girls Tell Their Own Stories 
in chapters that include these topics, along with 
school days, crushes on boys, and the trials and 
joys of becoming a woman. Journal entries and 
photographs range from 1756 to the mid-1950s. 

Ginger Wadsworth was introduced to the 
western trails on family trips in the summers of her 
childhood. Those sights were the inspiration for 
years of research that produced Words West: Voices 
of Young Pioneers. The words are from journals of 
the times or reminiscences for family members in 
later years. The pioneers range from age three to 
age twenty-one, and include many of the more 
than 40,000 young people who walked and rode 
from points along the westernmost edge of the set-
tled East on rugged trails west to the Pacific Ocean. 
Photographs, ink drawings and paintings, sidebars, 
and captions all lend to the fascinating text that 
gives voice to unsung children that were part of 
helping our country expand.
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American Kids in 
History is a series that 
gets students involved 
in lives previous to 

theirs by providing proj-
ects, games, activities, and recipes along with side-
bars of information about life as a child in Victorian 
Days, Colonial Days, Revolutionary War Days, Civil 
War Days, and World War II Days. 

The latter book follows the naval Donato 
family of San Francisco through the spring and 
summer of 1942 and the Andersen farm family of 
southern Minnesota through the fall and winter of 
the same year. The year is seen through the eyes 
of the middle child in each family. Activities fol-
low the life of the families and include tossing a 
Victory salad, making and playing a Ludo game, 
and crafts from reused materials in order to spare 
more for the troops overseas. Students with family 
members overseas will identify with children who 
shared the same fears and ambitions as they do.

CHildHoodS oF FamouS adultS

It’s easy to forget that George Washington was a 
pre-teen and that Martin Luther King, Jr. didn’t 
have a dream when he was six. Make the heroes 
and famous people of your curriculum real to your 
students by sharing stories of their childhoods. A 
way to really reach their hearts is to pair it with a 
related historical fiction. The titles below list the 
nonfiction first, the fiction second:

Louis Armstrong
• A Horn for Louis by Eric 

A. Kimmel. Random 
House, 2005.

• How Louis Armstrong 
Taught Me to Scat by 
Muriel Weinstein. 
Chronicle Books, 2008.

Wilson Bentley
• Snowflake Bentley by Jacqueline Briggs 

Martin. Houghton Mifflin, 1998.
• My Brother Loved Snowflakes: The Story of 

Wilson A. Bentley, The Snowflake Man by Mary 
Bahr. Boyds Mills Press, 2002.

Tomie de Paola
• 26 Fairmount Avenue by Tomie dePaola. 

Putnam, 1999.
• The Art Lesson by Tomie dePaola. Putnam, 

1989.
Thomas Edison
• Young Thomas Edison by Michael Dooling. 

Holiday House, 2005.
• The Edison Mystery by Dan Gutman. Aladdin 

Paperbacks, 2002.
Albert Einstein
• Odd Boy Out: Young Albert Einstein by Don 

Brown. Houghton Mifflin, 2004.
• What’s the Matter with Albert? A Story 

of Albert Einstein by Frieda Wishinsky. 
Maple Tree Press, 2002.

Theodore Geisel (Dr. Seuss)
• The Boy on Fairfield Street: How Ted 

Geisel Grew Up to Become Dr. Seuss by 
Kathleen Krull. Random House, 2004.

• Seuss-isms: Wise and Witty Prescriptions 
for Living from the Good Doctor by Dr. 
Seuss. Random House, 1997.

Martin Luther King, Jr.
• My Brother Martin: A Sister Remembers Growing 

Up with the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. by 
Christine King Farris. Simon & Schuster 
Books for Young Readers, 2003.

• A Sweet Smell of Roses by Angela Johnson. 
Simon & Schuster Books for Young Readers, 
2005.

Abraham Lincoln
• Abe Lincoln: The Boy Who Loved Books by Kay 

Winters. Simon & Schuster Books for Young 
Readers, 2003.

• Grace’s Letter to Lincoln by Peter and Connie 
Roop. Hyperion Books for Children, 1998.

Amadeus Mozart
• Mozart: The Boy Who Changed the World 

With His Music by Marcus Weeks. National 
Geographic, 2007.

• Mozart Finds a Melody by Stephen Costanza. 
Henry Holt & Company, 2004.

Marco Polo
• Marco Polo: The Boy Who Traveled the Medieval 

World by Nick McCarty. National Geographic, 
2006.

• Marco? Polo! by Jon Scieszka. Viking, 2006.
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Eleanor Roosevelt
• Eleanor by Barbara Cooney. 

Viking, 1996.
• Amelia and Eleanor Go for a 

Ride by Pam Muñoz Ryan. 
Scholastic, 1999.

Franklin Roosevelt
• Make Your Mark, Franklin Roosevelt! by Judith 

St. George. Philomel Books, 2007.
• The Puzzle of the Indian Arrowhead by Carole 

Marsh. Gallopade International/Carole Marsh 
Books, 2006.

Theodore Roosevelt
• You’re on Your Way, Teddy Roosevelt! by Judith 

St. George. Philomel Books, 2004.
• Being Teddy Roosevelt by Claudia Mills. Farrar, 

Straus and Giroux, 2007.
Chief Sitting Bull
• A Boy Called Slow: The True Story of Chief Sitting 

Bull by Joseph Bruchac. Philomel Books, 1994.
• Takini: Lakota Boy Alerts Sitting Bull by Kenneth 

Thomasma. Grandview, 2003.
Mark Twain
• River Boy: The Story of Mark Twain by William 

Anderson. HarperCollins, 2003.
• Mark Twain Stories retold by Prescott Hill. 

Gareth Stevens, 2005.
George Washington
• Take the Lead, George 

Washington! by Judith 
St. George. Philomel 
Books, 2005.

• George Washington’s 
Breakfast by Jean Fritz. 
Putnam & Grosset 
Group, 1998.

The Wright Brothers
• My Brothers’ Flying Machine: Wilbur, Orville, and 

Me by Jane Yolen. Little, Brown and Company, 
2003.

• Race for the Sky: the Kitty Hawk Diaries of 
Johnny Moore by Dan Gutman. Simon & 
Schuster Books for Young Readers, 2003.

Other Famous Childhoods
• Alexander: The Boy Soldier Who Conquered the 

World by Simon Adams. National Geographic, 
2005.

• Anne Frank: The Young Writer Who Told the 
World Her Story by Ann Kramer. National 
Geographic, 2007.

• Joan of Arc: The Teenager Who Saved Her Nation 
by Philip Wilkinson. National Geographic, 
2007.

• Julius Caesar: The Boy Who Conquered an Empire 
by Ellen Galford. National Geographic, 2007.

• Pocahontas: Princess of the New 
World by Kathleen Krull. Walker  
& Co., 2007.

• Sacagawea: Brave Shoshone Girl 
by Sneed B. Collard III. Marshall 
Cavendish Benchmark, 2007.

• The Snow Baby: The Arctic Childhood 
of Admiral Robert E. Peary’s Daring 
Daughter by Katherine Kirkpatrick. 
Holiday House, 2007.

• What to Do about Alice? How Alice Roosevelt 
Broke the Rules, Charmed the World, and Drove 
Her Father Teddy Crazy! by Barbara Kerley. 
Scholastic, 2008.

Children of the Holocaust 
• Hiding to Survive: Stories of Jewish Children 

Rescued from the Holocaust by Maxine B. 
Rosenberg. Clarion Books, 1994. 

• The Shadow Children by Steven Schnur. 
Morrow Junior Books, 1994.

Minorities in Sports
• Bright Path: Young Jim Thorpe by Don Brown. 

Roaring Brook Press, 2006. (track, Olympics)
• Catching the Moon: The Story of a Young Girl’s 

Baseball Dream by Crystal Hubbard. Lee & 
Low Books, 2005. (Marcenia Lyle)

• Nothing But Trouble: The Story of Althea Gibson 
by Sue Stauffacher. Knopf, 2007. (tennis)

• Sixteen Years in Sixteen Seconds: The Sammy Lee 
Story by Paula Yoo. Lee & Low Books, 2005. 
(high diving)

• Young Pele: Soccer’s First Star by Lesa Cline-
Ransome. Schwartz & Wade Books, 2007.

Young Artists
• The Boy Who Drew Birds: A Story of John James 

Audubon by Jacqueline Davies. Houghton 
Mifflin, 2004.

• The Boy Who Loved to Draw: Benjamin West by 
Barbara Brenner. Houghton Mifflin, 1999.

• The Young Hans Christian Andersen by Karen 
Hesse. Scholastic, 2005.
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CHildren Still make a diFFerenCe

One of my students recently rode in a 100-mile 
bicycle ride to raise money for diabetes research. 
She is only eight years old. Our student council 
learned of the sufferings of the siblings whose 
brother or sister might be in intensive care at Texas 
Children’s Hospital. They organized a drive at our 
school that collected 261 new teddy bears to com-
fort them. Singers as young as ten make national 
news and top sales charts. Christopher Paolini 
wrote the first draft of world-famous Eragon at 
fifteen. Spellers, athletes, and even inventors come 
from the ranks of those under eighteen. And that’s 
been true for centuries. 

Share these more recent nonfiction books with 
your students:
• Girls Think of Everything: Stories of 

Ingenious Inventions by Women. Ten-year 
old Becky Schroeder invented Glo-paper 
because she wanted to write in the dark and 
Alexia Abernethy created an “Oops! Proof 
No-Spill Feeding Bowl” when she was eleven. 

• The Kid Who Named Pluto: and the Stories 
of Other Extraordinary Young People in 
Science. Philo Farnsworth invented the first 
design for a television at the age of 14. He 
had been giving the idea a lot of thought and 
was struck with the con-
cept while plowing his 
father’s field. 

• Marvelous Mattie: How 
Margaret E. Knight 
Became an Inventor. 
Margaret Knight 
invented a weaving 
loom safety device that 
kept shuttles from flying off and 
injuring workers at the age of twelve. As a 
young adult, she invented the flat-bottomed 
paper bags we still use today. 

• Six Million Paper Clips: The Making of a 
Children’s Holocaust Memorial and the DVD, 
Paper Clips: One Clip at a Time. From 1998–
2001, the students of Whitwell Middle School 
in Whitwell, Tennessee, created a memorial to 
the six million Jews, many of them children, in 
a German WWII train car that may have trans-
ported them to their deaths. 

• Stone Girl, Bone Girl: A Story of Mary 
Anning. Mary Anning studied rocks and fossils 
and discovered, at age twelve, the first com-
plete icthyosaurus skeleton. 

• Through My Eyes. Six-year-old Ruby Bridges 
needed police protection when she was the 
first to integrate her local school in New 
Orleans in 1960. 

• We Were There, Too! Kory Johnson watched 
her older sister die of leukemia, and so, at 
the age of nine, organized siblings of children 
killed by the industrial cleaners that contami-
nated their community’s drinking water. Her 
organization, Children for a Safe Environment, 
is responsible for keeping polluters out of poor 
neighborhoods since the 1990s. 

Your own students can make a difference in their 
environment and by heeding the examples of 
child inventors. Kids Care! 75 Ways 
to Make a Difference for People, 
Animals & the Environment will get 
them started in their own places in 
the world and The Kids’ Invention 
Book profiles eleven child inventors 
and describes how to enter invention 
contests, get a patent, and join or start 
an inventors club.

All of us have relatives and fore-
bears that were alive in every age. Our students 
wouldn’t be here without them and all they 
experienced. Hopefully, reading biographies and 
historical fiction about some whose childhoods 
are recorded will give students a feeling of con-
nectedness to those who lived before them and a 
realization that history is their story as well.

❖  ❖  ❖
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