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2. Getting to Know You—A Biography
www.qualitycomesinwriting.com

Taking the time to ask important questions can really help you learn a lot about someone. It can also help you find some
interesting details to include in a biography.

Reading a biography is a unique way to learn about someone else’s life — someone from the past or the present. In order to
make biographies interesting and not sound like a list of questions and answers, authors try to reveal details that readers
might find out-of-the ordinary, and make them want to read more.

Part I — With a partner, use the questions below to conduct interviews. Then, on a separate sheet of paper, write a
short biography about the life of the person you interview.

1. Full Name 

2. Age and Place of Birth 

3. Family (include pets) 

4. Favorite Food

5. Favorite Book

6. Best Travel Experience 

7. Hidden Talent 

8. Earliest Happy Memory

9. Career Interest(s) 

Choose two more questions to ask your partner:

10. 

11.

Writing Hint: Alwaysthink about whatyou want to saybefore you write.Good organizationwill make your writing clear andeasy to follow.

Part II —Now, let everyone else get to know you and your partner! Using the biographies
you wrote, introduce your partner to the class. You’ll be surprised at some of the things you
learn about your classmates!
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3. The Ballad—A Fun Way to Tell a Story
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Picture this. You enter a time machine. It takes you back to the mid-1800s, the time of the great Gold Rush. You’ve set
sail for California to try to strike it rich. To pass the time, you sit on deck and listen to an old sailor sing about the
adventures of some who traveled West before you. One song you hear is “Coming Around the Horn.” It starts out:

Now, miners, if you’ll listen, I’ll tell you quite a tale,
About the voyage ’round Cape Horn, they call a pleasant sail;
We bought a ship and had her stowed with houses, tools and grub,
But cursed the day we sailed in the poor old rotten tub.

A story set to music is called a ballad. It’s a tale of a brave deed or a misadventure — something that went wrong. Like
any story, it has a beginning, a middle and an end. A ballad takes the form of a poem. A complete ballad has four or
more stanzas with rhyming lines.

Part I — Writing a ballad can be fun! Look at the two examples below. The first is a famous ballad of a daring
railroad man who drove the Cannonball Express between Memphis, Tennessee, and Canton, Mississippi. The second
ballad is modeled after the first. How are the two similar?

I. Casey Jones
Come all you rounders, I want you to hear
The story of a brave engineer;
Casey Jones was the rounder’s name,
On a big eight-wheeler of a mighty fame.

II. Neil Armstrong
Come all you dreamers and hear my tune
Of a brave astronaut who walked on the moon;
Neil Armstrong’s the name, as you may know,
’Twas back in ’69, as the history books show.

Part II — Try writing your own ballad. Select a well-known ballad, such as “On Top of Old Smokey,” for a model 
and give it some new words. An example is “On Top of Spaghetti.” Some other well-known ballads are “My Darling
Clementine” and “Casey Jones.” Now select a person to write about. That person can be someone you know or a
famous person. Begin here and use the back of this sheet if you need more space.

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Writing Hint: Choosing the

correct words is important.

Keep a dictionary and a

thesaurus nearby and use

them often.
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4. Journal Writing—A Way to Tune In
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Part II —
Now write a letter to the famous 

person you described above. Write about

what happened to him or her, share your

feelings about what happened, relate

similar experiences you may have had,

etc. Remember to follow the correct form

for a letter as shown.

Writing Hint: Always

reread your writing to be

sure your message is clear.

Revise where needed.

I remember on the trip home on Apollo 11 it suddenly struck me that that tiny pea, pretty and blue, 
was the earth. I put up my thumb and shut one eye, and my thumb blotted out the planet earth. 
I didn't feel like a giant. I felt very, very small.*

Neil Armstrong said this in an interview. If he kept a journal while in space, he might have written thoughts like this one. 
A journal is a record of daily events, thoughts and observations. Keeping a journal is a way for a person to express his or 
her feelings—the good moments as well as the disappointments.

Part I — Select a famous

person you admire. Pretend

you are that person for two

days, keeping a journal about

some imaginary events in

your life. Keep the name of

the person you have chosen a

secret. When you are finished,

read your journal to your

classmates and have them

guess who you are.

Journal of ____________________________

Day One
What happened: ______________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

How I felt: ___________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

Day Two
What happened: ______________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

How I felt: ___________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

(Heading)Your Street
City, State, ZIP
(Date)

(Greeting)

Dear _______________________ ,

(Body of the letter. Be sure to indent
each paragraph.)

(Closing) Your fan,
(Signature) Your first and last name

* Source: www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,878100-2,00.html
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