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Biography 
 

What is a biography?  
A biography is a factual work that describes the life of a real person.  Biographies are 
based on known facts about the person and the time he/she lived.  The subject has 
usually accomplished something or is interesting in a way that makes the biography worth 
reading. 
 

Types of Biographies 
• Biography:  based on real events and facts that have been researched by the 

writer.  A complete biography tells the whole life of the person.  A partial 
biography tells about only certain parts.  

• Fictionalized biography: to make it more interesting, the write has made up 
dialogue and details. 

• Biographical fiction:  the writer imagines a story based on a real person’s life and 
achievements. 

• Autobiography:  has been written by the subject. 
• Memoir:  an account of a historical or personal event as recalled by the author.  

The focus is on making clear the person’s feelings, observations, and memories of 
the particular time. 

 

Structure of a Biography 
Biography is nonfiction, but it has many of the same characteristics of fiction.  For 
example, biographies are usually narratives because they tell the story of a person.  The 
story can begin at any time in the person’s life, and does not necessarily have to go in 
order of when the events happened.   
 

Literary Elements of a Biography 
• Setting:  The setting of a person’s life can have a huge influence on how his or 

her life turns out.  When you read a biography you will want to take note of the 
place, the time in history, and other events happening in the world during that 
person’s life.  For example, a biography about Princess Diana would show how 
her life was affected by the country and surroundings she lived in. 

 
• Characterization: This is one of the most important features of a biography.  

It shows what the person’s character was like and what his or her reasons were 
for doing things.  The writer of a biography should clearly show the person’s 
accomplishments and the help the reader understand how a person’s choices and 
personality led to certain events. 



• Theme:  The theme, or big ideas, in a biography are the same as in a fiction 
book.  There are personal struggles and conflicts between people, events, and 
nature.  People who have achieved a lot usually have shown courage in 
overcoming difficulty in their lives.   

 
• Accuracy:  A writer of a biography has to be very careful to have the facts be 

completely truthful.  They have to do a lot of research and interviews to make 
sure that it is accurate.  Some biographies will have a foreword that tells the 
reader how they got their information.  If there is conflicting information then 
the author must say so.  Biographers are also responsible for deciding which 
information they want to write about. They can’t tell every detail! 

 
• Structure:  A biography does not have to start with the day the person was 

born.  It can begin at any point the writer wants.  Flashbacks and flash-
forwards can be used to fill in the gaps.  The writer may make comparisons with 
other people, attitudes, personalities, and events.  Description is very important 
to make the biography seem real.  And last, the write explains the person’s 
motivations (why he or she did something), the actions, the attitudes, the 
problems he or she faced and how they were solved. 

 
• Illustrations and Graphics:  Biographies usually have photographs or 

illustrations to show what the person looked like, where he/she lived, and what 
the times were like.  This gives biography the feeling of being real.  Charts, 
graphs, and maps can also be used—anything that has to do with the subject’s 
life and work.  Biographies are meantto be read from beginning to end, but many 
have the same text feature as informational nonfiction.  They have headings, 
subheadings, and captions.  This makes it easy to find information without 
reading the whole book. 

 
• Organizational Features:  Biographies may contain features such as a table of 

contents, a glossary or pronunciation guide, and index, and a bibliography of 
sources.  The bibliography lists references that the author used to get 
information.   
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When you read a biography, ask yourself these questions: 
 

! How did the person change the course of his/her life? 
! How did this person’s personal life experiences and 

challenges contribute to his/her accomplishments? 
! What problems and difficulties did he/she struggle 

with? 
! What were the problems and difficulties of the times 

in which he/she lived? 
! What have we learned from this person that we can 

apply to our own lives? 
! What was the author’s perspective on the subject of 

the biography? Can you tell where and how the author 
got his/her information? 

 
 
 
Important:  Save this guide.  It will be useful when you write your 
biography narrative. 
 
 
 
 
 



Biography Writing Outline 
When you begin your first draft you should have completed the web and have your thinking questions handy 
for reference.  Don’t forget your purpose for writing this narrative—to inform the reader, to highlight a 
special person’s accomplishments, and to describe your feelings about your person. 
 

Introductory Paragraph: 
" Your summary statement from your web should be your topic sentence for your 

narrative.  The topic sentence should be general, but be sure to explain who your 
person is and why they are importance.  Tell what you are going to write about 
without getting into specifics yet.  This paragraph should set the tone for your 
speech.  It should also catch the listener’s attentions.  Think about how you can 
make the listener want to hear more.  Be creative and interesting!  Speeches that 
begin with, “My name is…”  are NOT attention getters!  Try starting with a story, 
or a famous quote, or an amazing fact, or even a question. 

 
2nd Paragraph 
" This is a great place to tell a little about your person’s life.  Here again, you need 

to be more general.  Your purpose is not to re-write the biography.  By writing 
about the most important aspects, such as birth date, where they lived, who their 
family members were, etc.  you can give the reader a mental picture of your person. 

 

3rd Paragraph 
" This is the place where you talk about accomplishments, motivations (the reasons 

they did what they did), and character traits (were they brave, peaceful, 
determined, etc.). 

" Remember that you cannot tell every accomplishment.  Write about the most 
important ones—you need to use good decision making skills.  Think about your 
readers-what would they find most interesting?  Also think about what affected 
you most when you read your biography.  Chances are it will be the same things the 
readers will want to know.   

" Make good choices about how you break your paragraphs up.  New information 
needs a new paragraph.  Fifth graders should have at least six detailed sentences 
per paragraph. 

 

Closing Paragraph 
" Finally you get to tell how you personally feel about the person you read about.  

Use good adjectives here to describe your feelings.  This is the paragraph where 
you tie everything up.  It is a good idea to repeat your topic sentence in a new way 
to remind the reader of your purpose for writing this narrative.  Make sure to end 
in an interesting way—go out with a BANG! 
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