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Summary Parallel Autobiography is a
versatile reflection exercise that creates impactful
visual outcomes.

Learning Outcomes

• The participants reflect on their life and the
understanding of their identity.
• The participants draw parallels between their
lives and history.
• The participants discover commonalities and
differences between their lives and those of the
other group members.

Time 45 - 60 minutes

Preparation //

Material

• Pens and paper for each participant

Approach

1. Hand out paper and pens to the participants
2. Explain the structure as follows:
• Black arrow in the centre: birthday and
place -> current age and place of residence
• Green arrow on the top: personal key
events that influenced your understanding
on your identity in chronological order
• Red arrow on the bottom:
political/societal events that
influenced your understanding of
your identity in chronological order

3. Give them 25 minutes to create their own
autobiography.
4. Call the participants back into the circle
and invite some of the participants to share
their autobiographies with the group.
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of the process by following the experiential learning
circle by Kolb. Possible questions could be:
• How did the exercise make you feel?
• Was it uncomfortable, and if yes, why was it?
• Did one of the timeline feel different?

• Was there a difference between the personal
and the societal moments?
• Was there something that surprised you?
• Were there things in common within the group,
and if yes, why could that be? If no, why not?

• Does this experience impact you beyond the
activity, and if yes, how?
• How can you use this experience in
understanding yourself or others better?
• How can you use the commonalities with
others for building bridges?

• Is there a use for this experience beyond
reflecting on your own identity?
• How could you go more in-depth with it?
• How can be aware of the history of your own
identity impact the world around you?

Notes

Make it fit: Parallel Autobiography is super
versatile. It can be used for any identity related
topic (e.g. membership, profession, feminism or
sexual identity). Also the systemic can be drafted as
narrow or broad as fit (e.g. global economy,
different learning environments encountered,
history of one's country of residence. It is only
essential to incorporate the dichotomy of
the individual and the systemic timeline.
That will allow the learner to reflect on
themselves in the broader context and to
find commonalities and differences with
others. This last aspect is especially exciting
when working with a diverse group.
Shared Autobiography: After the participants
created their individual timelines, let them
group together and create a common one. That
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logical subgroups. These subgroups could be
based on geography, age, or similar aspects related
to the object of the reflection. It can help the
participants to discover patterns in each other's
stories or find something in common with a
stranger.
Be vulnerable yourself: In my experience, it helps
the participants to open up when I make myself
vulnerable first. That is based on the authority I as
the facilitator hold. If it is safe for me, it feels safer
for the participants. For Parallel Autobiography, I
usually do this by presenting my own timeline first
and using it to explain the activity. I always make
sure to share things that push my comfort zone but
do not overwhelm the participants.
Give access: If the participants agree, I like to hang
all timeline up on the wall. This gallery allows them
to discover the stories of the rest of the group
during breaks and to approach other participants
if they have questions. It can lead to personal
connections and more intimate sharing.
Use it for yourself: I used this exercise also just for
myself when I wanted to work on developing in a
certain area. So I took it for the base assessment.
The gained understanding of how I came to where I
was then gave me insides how to move forward. It
allowed me to gain insights on my values and
priorities through the moments I chose or left away.
It can also be a powerful tool in a coaching setting.

Pictures
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Autobiographies in „Under Construction –
Citizenship, Youth and Europe – T-Kit on European
Citizenship“ by Council of Europe (2003)
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