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Abstract This paper presents an eighth-grade project that combines a nonfiction reading of Anne 

Frank’s “The Diary of a Young Girl” and a historical fiction writing assignment that is 

adaptable to a literature course or a creative writing course in a college setting. I describe the 

need for this tandem project in the eighth-grade setting and the benefits the students as a group 

received throughout the learning process. Students created journals for fictional, young-adult 

characters who lived during the early years of World War II through 1944 (to coincide with 

Frank’s apprehension). My students built understandings based on historical background 

investigation, developed historical empathy, engaged in the text and wrote a historical fiction 

journal. Importantly, the students made personal connections to the real people described in 

Anne Frank’s diary, to the historical significance of the Jewish group’s time in hiding during 

World War II as well as to the Holocaust more generally. The students explored the difficulties  

faced by young people, particularly those targeted under discriminatory practices, and more 

openly explored their own teenage difficulties. 
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Finding engaging writing projects challenges teachers who rely on integrating reading 

and writing skills in their college writing or literature courses. Writing assignments, such as 

journaling or essay writing, tend to dominate curricula, but students can experience fatigue, 

which in turn dampens engagement, interest, and learning. As a young educator (within my first 

five years), I worked in public education and experienced this fatigue myself–students were tired 

of writing the same way, and I was tired of reading the same material. 

I began looking for a way to enliven my curriculum to give students a creative outlet for 

their learning. I knew I needed to employ a writing strategy that capitalized on their responses to 

reading the lone nonfiction text at my disposal, a method for that reading-writing loop to come 

alive instead of the traditional assignment: read a history textbook and then write obscure facts 

about it. Barbara Illig-Avilés’ (2002) work, “Great Moments in History: Engaging Young Adults 

Through Historical Fiction,” within Young Adult Literature in the Classroom introduced  a 

project which met my goals: to give the students a writing project to increase their engagement 

with a historical text and simultaneously develop their written communication skills. Moreover, 

Illig-Avilés (2002) asserted that “teachers who integrate historical fiction into their curriculum… 

help students ‘make sense’ of their historical past, present, and, by extension, their future” (p. 

84). I decided that my students could dig deep with our nonfiction piece through responsive 

historical fiction journals. They could find personal connections with the real people described as 

well as learn more about the time period and its impact in history. This could help students 

further understand their own adolescent struggles by imagining what life was like in that specific 

place, in that specific time. 

Researchers (e.g., Hinton, 2014; Hughes, 2013) explored the use of including historical 

fiction in curriculum as a means to build background for reading (nonfiction and fiction alike), 

creating an environment for students to “think rigorously about the past,” as well as expand 

opportunities to “write increasingly sophisticated narratives” (Hughes, 2013, p. 17). Hughes 

(2013) explained his classroom practice in terms of what historical fiction allowed his students to 

do: engage (a verb he used twice), humanize, think, and consider (p. 17). I wanted, and still want, 

to encourage my students to develop these habits as they read. Further, Hughes (2013) described 

immersing his students in a Civil Rights unit because, in part, his school educated a diverse 

Chinese-English inclusive student population and its own connection with a former Freedom 

Rider, Carol Ruth Silver. By studying content students could identify with, students immediately 

gained a better understanding of the world in which they live. By adapting a writing workshop 

model which increased his students’ engagement, oriented them within the content of a studied 

history, and guided them through investigations with primary and secondary sources (such as 

photos or research-generated texts), Hughes (2013) was able to watch his students picture 

themselves going through the circumstances of those they read about and consider what their 

reactions to those circumstances might be (p. 18). This result is what many literature teachers 

dream about for their students—a dream that I also share. My students were asked to picture a 

fictional character’s reactions to difficult circumstances, but undoubtedly, they needed to imagine 

their own feelings in order to extend them to a fictional character. 
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Hinton et al. (2014) investigated interdisciplinary (between ELA and social studies) 

teaching of historical fiction and agreed on three commonalities: 1) that “teachers build students’ 

historical background knowledge before asking them to engage with historical fiction, 2) one of 

the goals…involves nurturing historical empathy, and 3) pairing historical fiction with nonfiction 

has value related to promoting historical understanding and thinking” (pp. 22–23). One historical 

understanding Hinton et al. (2014) espoused was historical empathy, which results from students’ 

learning about people’s beliefs, values, and goals so they then care about both the “historical 

events and people of the past” (p. 24). This care moved my students along a bridge as we 

concurrently read and wrote, connecting them to Anne Frank’s experiences in The Diary of a 

Young Girl and the fictional characters in their minds. Once historical empathy was sparked, my 

students remained motivated and engaged with every step of the process. 

Professional historical fiction writers usually already possess a sense of historical 

empathy prior to writing texts suitable for classroom modeling as Lucier (2014) described of 

herself as she embarked on her novel set during the 1918 pandemic flu. Lucier (2014) was 

personally drawn to coming-of-age novels and an emergence of disease literature but knew next 

to nothing about what it might have been like to live through it (p. 78). Her desire to know more 

about circumstances around her fictional character deepened the personal connection she felt 

when she decided to write. Asking questions engaged her in the research process, and as answers 

led to more questions and even more answers, her writing filled with treasures uncovered. Her 

validation of the research process and encouragement for other writers to conduct treasure hunts 

in history on their own, reveals that any writer can channel an investigation into new creative 

works. 

My students experienced the same curiosity and excitement. Writing historical fiction 

freed their learning by veering away from the tedious assignments I had previously included in 

my course design. With this new assignment, I had structured a treasure hunt for my students, 

sparking individual investigation and unleashing learner engagement. Reading nonfiction (as my 

students had done) or historical fiction and writing new historical fiction as a response supports 

careful thought, sophisticated writing, and connections to humanity, which literature courses keep 

as their main tenets. 

 

Set Up 

The classroom was in a small school—fewer than 100 students in a graduating class and 

the building housed grades 7–12 in about 20 classrooms. It is located in a part-rural, part- 

suburban area of Pennsylvania. The eighth-grade honors students were scheduled to read Anne 

Frank: The Diary of a Young Girl as part of the literature component of this English class. The 

diary was an appropriate text for this age group because Frank was the same age as the students, 

approximately 12 or 13, and was going through extraordinary times while also trying to become 

a young adult. The struggles young Anne faced are as true today as during World War II  but 

equally as unique. The book’s narrative structure appeals to the students as readers, and my 

coupling of the historical novel with a supplementary investigation of World War II history 

provided context for the students. Illig-Avilés (2002) suggested strategies for teaching texts 
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based on real events. I honed in on her “Historical Diaries: Writing Historical Fiction” strategy 

because this kind of project allows students “to explore and play with information” (p. 77) and to 

practice writing in the genre (or as close as they can get) in which they are reading (p. 80). 

Because Frank’s diary is nonfiction, the historical accounts in the book show real events that 

students could link to as they wrote their own historical fiction diaries. Additionally, writing 

fictional accounts of a similar character, recreating experiences in a time and place also affected 

by World War II, helped the students make personal connections to what Anne and her family 

endured. 

The first week’s reading acquainted the students with Anne’s writing style and the general 

content of her diary entries contextualized through exploration of historical background 

activities. I introduced the project idea the next week once they had become familiar with the 

diary format and the broad historical background. The students were each to write one entry per 

week in the voice of a fictional character for the duration of the novel, culminating with eight 

journal entries over the two-month unit. The students created a character who matched their own 

age and interests, who was from an area occupied by German forces, and whose population 

experienced societal restrictions, oppression, and even deportation. Each student was required, 

adhering to Illig-Avilés’ (2002) criteria, to write their diaries “in the first person, reveal the 

feelings or beliefs of the character, and contain at least four or five factual details from the 

research” (p. 82). Each journal needed to include the date of entry in the fashion Anne writes, 

listing the day of the week, the date, the month, and finally the year (see Figure 1). The students’ 

inclusion of their character’s feelings or beliefs prompted by changes to their surroundings or 

their circumstances provided evidence of that character’s personality traits. Each entry also 

required students to create experiences which would mirror the events of Anne’s journey as 

documented in her diary. Their journals would emulate similar events, difficulties, and concerns 

the Frank family experienced during their time in the “secret annex.” 

Students were instructed to learn some specific factual details about the setting they chose 

for their character before they wrote their first entry. They visited the library to do initial 

research, carting back several reference books to use as the project continued so that they could 

find the four or five details to use in each entry more readily (see Appendix: Instructional 

Resources). Students researched the geographical context in the character’s city and country of 

origin. They also researched historical events that were occurring on or about the date they 

wished to use for the first journal entry. Additionally, students identified regionally accurate 

names for their characters. 

For example, one student found the name Ratimira for her main character, and named the 

mother Branimira, the father Boric, and a brother Kulin, all with the surname Paxton. This family 

lived in Amsterdam, just as the Franks did. Another student named his character Konrad, who 

lived in Prague, and wrote about his friend Matias. Though setting details specific to those 

locations were missing early on, the students offered the (imaginary) names of schools attended 

and briefly described their home’s location in relation to neighbors or features of the town.  
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Beginning to Write 

The following framework delineates the expectations and defines the steps for the project. 

Two to three days of each week were set aside for reading (depending on the length of the 

assigned portions, a 10- or 15-minute stretch of silent reading would allow them to catch up or 

re-read for comprehension), reflecting in groups with the aid of a comprehension study guide, 

and class discussions. These activities provided clarification of their reading and brought to light 

any issues they saw as applicable to the characters they created. Students could include this 

material in their journal entries. They used any remaining class time for drafting the entries, 

continuing research, peer review discussions, or individual conferences with me. To aid our 

progress, I created an assessment rubric to use as an ongoing evaluation of the journals, 

evaluating each entry independently of other entries. This provided students with feedback on 

how well they followed the directions for each one, how to strengthen the use of details and 

writing in future journal entries, historical accuracy, and imitation of Anne’s work. A small 

sample is as follows: 

 
 

Name: First 
Person 

Accurate 
Dates 

Feelings 
or 

Beliefs 

Historical 
Details 

(4-5) 

Reflects 
Anne’s 

events 

Teacher Comments 

Journal #1- 
Introduction 
of characters, 
setting 

      

Points      /10 

Journal #2- 

Life outside 

of the home, 
surroundings 

      

Points      /10 

Figure 1. Historical Fiction Grading Rubric sample. This portion depicts the topics for the first two 

journal entries, the assessment criteria for each, space for teacher comments and points earned.  

 

Recall that the purpose of each entry was to recreate an issue found in Frank’s book for 

the people and the location within their historical fiction journals. Anne’s diary begins with home 

life and a description of her past, so the students’ first entry followed that outline. Each character 

and the setting were described in addition to any elaboration the writer felt would illustrate the 

characters’ personalities or physical descriptions. The second entry focused on the surrounding 

community, early indications that life in that town was not peaceful, and that the war was 

affecting their daily lives. This mirrored Frank’s descriptions of school, friends, and restrictions 

imposed upon her family. The third entry related the character and each family’s move into 

hiding. Anne wrote several entries to describe the process and the risks as well as how they got 

settled in. As such, the students needed an entry which included information on how they 
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transported indispensable belongings and a description of where they were hiding. Their fourth 

journal entry coincided with details of living in a confined space with companions. Students 

considered similar difficulties the group faced during their time in hiding thus far in which to 

place their own characters. 

While composing the fourth entry, the students were particularly talkative about the 

difficulty of living in a confined space with so many people. After some weeks in hiding, Anne 

was upset that her roommate, Mr. Dussel, demanded the use of her desk more often than Anne is 

willing to share it. She rationally and maturely brought up the issue with her father through well- 

thought-out reasoning about why the amount of time they each spent at the desk should be more 

equally divided. Anne’s age and past behavior are not on her side; she frequently speaks her 

mind to the harm of her companions with no forethought of the consequences of her chatter. This 

behavior was seen as childish by the adults that surrounded Anne. Anne’s failure to convince the 

adults to agree with or even consider her feelings on the matter resonated deeply with my teenage 

students because it keenly illustrates an issue many teens face; adults treat them as children 

regardless of their grown-up attitudes and behaviors. Once students reached the half- way point 

in Frank’s diary, they felt a strong connection to Anne and the people around her, recognizing 

commonalities that transcend time. 

The students had several topics to choose from to write the final four entries: hearing the 

news of invasions over the radio, food shortages, local battles and bombings (and the effects on 

their characters), events occurring to people on the outside who helped them, the danger of 

getting found, and the adolescent search for self. Their historical fiction diaries had become ever 

more thoughtful, emotional, and realistic because they had formed strong connections through 

the earlier readings and journal entries. 

 

Challenges 

The first challenge my students had difficulty implementing was the inclusion of four or 

five factual details from their research into each entry. Within the first half of our readings, the 

diary had only begun to discuss the war and the family listening to events on the radio. This was 

because the content was related to events that directly impacted Anne. 

But my students needed more opportunities to witness clear examples of an author 

integrating historical information beyond those personal experiences; they needed details young 

Frank had not included for her own reasons. They were also more invested in the fictional world 

they were creating to develop the plot and less invested in adding larger-world concerns. In the 

future, I would implement Illig-Avilés’ (2002) Data Chart to assist the students in their analysis of 

the text for historic details as well as in their research of supplemental historical texts (p. 77). 

This chart includes the headings historical character, events, documented places, and artifacts as 

a means to guide students during research to find relevant details helping them to keep those 

details well organized and ready to use. It also “support[s] students’ analysis of text” (Illig- 

Avilés, 2002, p. 79). Illig-Avilés’ (2002) Open Mind Portrait, a visual strategy that I was not 
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using, displayed the chart within its description. It is important to note that this strategy is 

adaptable with a variety of historical texts and multi-modal projects. 

I instructed students to write each entry without revisions, primarily focusing on content 

rather than design, because a journal is written for no one else to read and so no one would be 

correcting mistakes. Therefore, I did not assess spelling or grammar in the first four entries. This 

also gave the students the freedom to be themselves as they created the fictional world. The 

students agreed that not everyone is as educated and well-practiced as Anne and her 

contemporaries, so student mistakes reveal the true voice of the writer. As they continued with 

the remaining entries, the students were more aware of their writing skill, especially when they 

shared their entries with their classmates. They adjusted their writing for correctness and clarity 

based on those conversations even though I did not add a category to evaluate conventions to the 

grading rubric. 

Another difficulty I encountered was the lack of class time available to devote to the 

development of their writing; this conflicted with the reading comprehension activities and the 

larger curriculum schedule. Though students knew they needed to read for homework, they 

hoped to work on their writing while in the presence of peer and teacher support. I admit another 

obstacle within the junior high setting was to provide constructive feedback more frequently, a 

major goal of teachers. This course was one among five other courses I taught, which required 

splitting my attention six-fold. 

 

Learning Outcomes 

Overall, the students easily wrote in first person, included accurate dates, expressed 

feelings and beliefs at some point in each entry, and mirrored the sequence of events the Franks 

experienced. However, the amount of historical details varied, from paraphrasing Anne’s details 

to having no factual information from the time period. By the end of the book, all students 

completed the eight journal entries. On the positive side, the students really enjoyed the writing. 

They connected with Frank by creating their own fictional characters as well as through our class 

discussions. The maturity level of the class matched what Anne had been experiencing and 

feeling, which further demonstrated how this text provided the content that allowed them to 

explore their own teenage difficulties. Not only that, but the historical, as well as personal, 

significance of Frank’s diary became clear through students’ reflective reading and writing.  

Some students, of their own volition, decided to go into hiding with each other (in pairs 

and a group of three) to help support the validity of their imagined events, thinking also that 

having someone to talk to about the hardships between writing their entries would strengthen the 

realism they tried to create in their writings. From the research and writing effort they put into 

their entries, they gained an understanding of the risks Jews faced and the persecution they 

feared. Many students were comfortable sharing details that were similar to Anne, such as having 

an “annex” in a building that was somehow connected to their father’s work life. Anne’s 

description of her surroundings inspired one creative student to include a map of his hiding place. 

The journals were a successful endeavor because the students made connections to both the time 

period and the challenges Jewish families faced during World War II. The students’ views 
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reflected through their writings also changed in depth and personal impact as the project 

progressed and as Anne described further hardships and her battle with staying hopeful.  

 

Pedagogical Lessons Learned 

Through teaching this two-dimensional project, I learned the importance of being fully 

prepared to guide students to create a historically accurate picture of life during the studied era. 

Each student needs to dedicate a significant amount of time researching the area and the events 

before deciding what to do with the characters in that setting and for each journal entry. The 

characters’ actions should accurately reflect the events and balance those events with the 

personal feelings of the writer. This project’s goals are also suitable for a more mature 

undergraduate classroom. My eighth-graders could not help but want to create a character like 

themselves first and make it historically accurate later. Their maturity level and reading and 

writing skill levels, when considering the emotions evident and writing skill present in the 

nonfiction text, spoke to their inner narrators in such a way as to dominate their thoughts. The 

idea I implemented, which allowed students to not concern themselves with grammar and 

spelling, was an important modification to Illig-Avilés’ (2002) model because of the private and 

personal nature of journals. The entries are meant to mean something to the writer and not a 

wider audience, so students felt free to focus on the creativity more than they otherwise might 

have. Again, the most positive result from the journals was that the students readily made 

personal connections to the diary and to Anne, which in turn sparked their interest and kept them 

motivated throughout the reading. Keeping students motivated is a great feat for any teacher. 

How does my eighth-grade context fit within a college classroom setting? I see this 

historical fiction writing project fitting an undergraduate literature course that incorporates works 

from 50-100 years or more in the past rather than contemporary works. Undergraduate courses 

that introduce students to various genres, like a survey course, are often flexible enough to 

integrate nonfiction or historical fiction texts; thus, they easily integrate student writing responses 

to the situations found in those texts. More advanced classes available during a junior or senior 

year may study a particular author or genre, such as Shakespeare or 18th Century Romantics, 

whose instructors would build context to prepare students for those readings. Courses presenting 

such canonized literature are rarely taught without the course framework that strengthens their 

background and contextual history. Students can use that background in a creative historical 

fiction project to fully explore and connect those details to their own lives through their reactions 

to assigned readings. 

Students want to engage with course material and feel confident when expressing 

themselves in writing. A college student is still trying to find their place in the world while 

earning a degree, trying to learn what is needed for success. If an instructor chooses to implement 

nonfiction, such as a biographies, memoirs, or texts that explore a movement in history, they can 

help students illuminate and validate the struggles and the successes of others who share their 

interests. Similarly, incorporating historical fiction publications will re-contextualize and 

revitalize significant events in history to which the students may relate, internalize, and connect 

thereby positively impacting their competency with analytical and critical thinking skills they 
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need to be successful both in the writing-intensive college classroom and the larger world 

beyond. Additionally, the writing opportunities here rely on building good research habits, such 

as formulating questions and conducting inquiries related to problem solving. The ability to 

communicate their learning confidently and clearly will transfer to additional assignments and 

career environments after graduation. The excitement and confidence my students experienced is 

not limited to a junior-high setting–all students, regardless of age, respond to engaging material 

and projects that afford the flexibility to express learning, interests, and themselves in unique 

ways. 
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