











Imagined Histories 65

ly about history, that the major events of our past are certainly important, but
;> not necessarily the best windows through which to understand human
ice. I urged my students to think about intimate stories that would not be
with clichés. Do we need, I asked one student, yet another story about the
>ized heroism of D-Day?
s they began researching and writing, some students struggled with the
ers of this assignment, particularly the task of thinking creatively about the past.
1d been raised on History Channel documentaries and rote memorization of
dates, and facts. The students in our history program are very skilled at
1g what happened in the past, but often struggle with drawing larger
nce from the past or discussing why events unfolded as they did. They would
eed in this course without tapping deeply into their historical imaginations.
1g a past (or the present or future, for that matter) is difficult, and while most
udents had some experience with creative writing, they did not realize how
rrk and research they would have to engage in to make their biographies as
as possible. Throughout the semester we talked about narrative and writing,
ron techniques such as foreshadowing and flashbacks, character development,
alogue, and writing clichés. “Writing a paper like that is intimidating to me,”
ent admitted, “so that is what I struggled with.” Others reflected on the
es of thinking both creatively and historically: “I had to come up with an
1g way to talk about the subject I wanted to discuss. It took many iterations
wvas happy with my biography.” Another student noted that “digging deep into
set of the time” provided a challenge while another found “trying to provide
he character” a major hurdle. “The biggest challenge I faced,” another wrote,
ting all of the information together. It seemed like a daunting task, but once
it all fell into place.”
1dents chose a variety of methods for telling their imagined biographies. Some
aightforward biographical narratives, while others experimented with more
forms such as short stories and epistolary fiction, including letters and diary
Others included media such as photographs or poems, which added nice
touches and realism to the biographies. Students set their imagined
ies throughout the entirety of the twentieth century, though biographies on
ind college students did dominate, and many situated their stories locally,
ve them opportunities to delve into local archives, adding an excellent sense
ticity. Some characters included an aspiring grunge musician in Seattle in the
0s; a college student who experiences her political awakening by participating
se Speech Movement at the University of California in the 1960s; a soldier
irt of the disastrous Operation Restore Hope mission in Somalia in 1993; a
t Wisconsin ruminating on his relationship with his dying father through the
>f the famous Ice Bowl game between Green Bay and Dallas in 1967; and a
1d girl from Chicago who is reflecting in her diary on events in Europe in the
) the Second World War.
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tic sources. One commented that the imagined biography was an
earning “because of the amount of detail I was allowed to put into the
1st regurgitate facts, but created a whole world based in fact and had
+in it.” Another reflected, “All of the details I learned by doing the
phy] I wouldn’t have learned. It is honestly the most I’ve learned in

:nts appreciated the freedom and creativity they were granted with this
ared to typical assessments including quizzes, exams, or a research
student noted, “like since it was such a large part of our grade, we had
he grade and could work on our terms. It was actually fun creating
ir to what we had been discussing and studying throughout the
1er commented, “It gave me the opportunity to write creatively within
‘i0od, drawing together a wide array of resources from the real world
1al one.” Another loved “writing on a subject as if you were really
ent reflected, “It helped me understand a lot about the time period in
ay.” Finally, a student noted that the best part of the imagined
t was “learning more about the time period that we researched and
se our creativity.”

students found both studying and writing biography as effective ways
nd and interact with the past. Eighty-five percent of students preferred
rraphy to exams or a standard research paper, and one hundred percent
at biography, both real and imagined, was a useful way to learn about
ted, “It forced us to focus in immense detail on a certain period and
o place our created character in the time period. It allowed us, instead
me’s life, to research in more detail about the period. Honestly, I feel
iting assignment I was ever given and the most detail I have ever put

ument forced students to think about the past in ways they never had
il imagination is a critical component of history education, and by
ry and fiction, my students used their historical imagination,
selves to dig deeper into understanding how historical actors reacted
ms. Several students noted that the imagined biography helped them
y about the past. “It allowed us to think about history in a different
1t wrote. “Instead of writing about events, we used events as a
story about an individual.” Another wrote, “I had to think differently
refore. I have written so much over the course of my college career,
time I have written fiction in all of my years in college.” One student
mnment greatly promoted and enhanced critical thinking, noting,
aphy in this course allows someone to gain further insight into a
.movement or national event while simultaneously developing critical
\nother student commented, “It gave me a new perspective ofhistory;
"thinking.” The larger goal of the course was not lost on students, as






