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●● Use of humour for effect: ‘Everybody has a gorilla costume in the attic . . . under the rejected 
handmade cardigan from your birthday’ 

●● The writing style is fit for purpose – a sense of fun which fits the writing topic: a fun run
●● A short but effective final statement encapsulates the message and makes a final personal 

appeal to the reader

Biography writing

What is a biography?
●● A biography is a written account of the series of key events that make up a person’s life.
●● Put simply, it is the highlights from the story of somebody’s life.
●● Biographies analyze and interpret these most significant events. 
●● They try to find connections between the different things a person did in his or her life.
●● They put forward views about what a person accomplished in his or her life.
●● They reach a conclusion about the contribution the character made during his or her life and 

how the person will be remembered.

What should you include in a biography?
●● When the person was born and when he or she died
●● Where he or she was born
●● What the world was like at that time
●● Information about his or her family
●● How he or she conducted himself or herself (behaved)
●● The major events in his or her life
●● Any good deeds he or she did, or significant achievements
●● Any other significant events in his or her life (for example, anything the person did that was 

reprehensible)
●● How he or she will be remembered after he or she has died. Is there any particular achievement 

for which he or she will be remembered?

How can I write a good biography that will impress the person who 
reads it?
●● Engage the reader from the start – your opening line should capture the reader’s attention. 
●● Consider beginning with a question, a really interesting statement, a little-known fact, or a 

really intriguing event.
●● An introductory overview should follow that prepares the reader for what is to follow (the main 

body of the text).
●● Within this put forward, or hint at, the main message of your biography.
●● Now write down some more intriguing details about the person. Include information about his 

or her relationships, work and hobbies.
●● Include events that will give the reader insight into the personality of the person you are 

writing about.
●● Provide a commentary on these events that puts forward your interpretation or viewpoint.
●● Try to capture what motivated the person – what made him or her behave in the way he or 

she did.
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Questions to consider in your biography
●● What makes the person special or interesting?
●● Was there something in your subject’s childhood that shaped his or her personality? 
●● Was there a personality trait that drove him or her to succeed or impeded his or her progress? 
●● What adjectives would you use to describe him or her? 
●● What events shaped the person’s life?
●● Were there any important turning points in the person’s life?
●● What was his or her impact on other people? What kind of effect did he or she have on 

others?
●● Did he or she overcome any obstacles or problems?
●● Would the world have been a better or worse place if this person hadn’t existed?

What are the key features of biography writing?
●● Plenty of facts about the person
●● The writer presents his or her opinion of the person and comments on the events in the 

person’s life
●● Normally the writer’s viewpoint is established
●● Sometimes the writer speculates about what might have been
●● Occasionally a little anecdote – something the person once said – is included
●● The text is divided up into paragraphs that focus on different aspects of the person’s life, or 

key events that occurred
●● The third person pronoun is used: he or she
●● Sentences are mixed. Some are short and to the point. Others are complex sentences and 

include subordinate clauses 
●● There is usually information about where and when the person was born/died
●● The views of someone who knew the person can be included (either as direct or indirect 

speech)
●● Many sentences are written in the passive voice

Words and phrases to use at the start of sentences
Time connectives

●● As a child 
●● As a teenager 
●● At a tender age 
●● At a young age 
●● By the time he/she had 
●● During his/her early life 
●● Early on 
●● For the next twenty years 
●● For the remainder of his/her life 
●● In due course 
●● In his early years
●● In his final years 
●● In his formative years 
●● In his later years 
●● In 1878, at the age of . . . he/she . . . 
●● Many years later 
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●● Prior to this 
●● Shortly after this 
●● Soon afterwards 
●● The time came for 
●● Towards the end of his life
●● Until then 
●● Up until that time 
●● Whilst at school

Other starters

●● As it happened 
●● Astonishingly 
●● Either by chance or by design 
●● In fact 
●● Once he/she had 
●● Remarkably 
●● Sometimes he/she 
●● Surprisingly 
●● What is clear is that 

Making statements 

●● One of the interesting things about . . . was . . .
●● One of the most remarkable facts about . . . was that . . .
●● Strangely 
●● Another unusual thing about . . . was . . .

Complex sentence starters

●● Although 
●● Despite the fact that 
●● Even though 
●● In spite of 

Expressing a viewpoint

●● As I see it 
●● I believe that 
●● In many ways 
●● In my opinion
●● In my view 
●● It’s difficult to understand why 
●● What seems clear is that 

Speculating

●● He/She might have been 
●● If he/she had not . . . he/she would have . . .
●● Maybe if he/she had 
●● Perhaps
●● Some people wonder if 



Taylor & Francis
Not for distribution

220 The Art of Teaching Writing

Legacy statements

●● His/Her dying wish was that 
●● His/Her greatest achievement was 
●● His/Her lasting legacy is that 
●● His/Her life was 
●● His/Her one regret was that 
●● He/She will be remembered most of all for 
●● He will probably be best remembered for 

Teacher Model Text 3
A biography of Ebenezer Scrooge

Ever heard the name of Ebenezer Scrooge? If ever there was a man who changed his ways 
it was that fellow! A terrifying event one Christmas Eve transformed him from an avaricious, 
cantankerous miser into one of the most obliging, humane and benevolent gentlemen who ever 
walked the streets of London.
 Ebenezer was born in 1845. Although a wealthy banker, his father, Horatio Scrooge, was 
not a man who believed in charity. In fact, he was a miser. So, at a young, impressionable age 
Ebenezer learned his first lesson in life: look after your own interests and disregard the plight 
of others. Under the influence of his harsh, mean-spirited father, Ebenezer learned many selfish 
habits. His mother, Emily, died at an early age. Clearly this affected him very badly.
 At school Ebenezer showed a natural flair for numbers. An interesting fact about him that is 
not well known is that he had mastered all his multiplication tables by the tender age of seven! 
He had few friends, though, as he lacked a generous spirit. In many ways he was a loner. Even 
though he showed a real commitment to his studies, it was clear for all to see that he did so as 
a means of following in his father’s footsteps and becoming a self-centred city banker. 
 As a child Scrooge enjoyed a close relationship with his younger sister, Matilda. When she 
died suddenly, of pneumonia, in 1857 Ebenezer was heartbroken. Perhaps his pain at her loss 
hardened him, making him even less charitable towards others. Whilst there is no proof of this, 
family friends, such as Frederick Simpson, noted the impact of Matilda’s passing.
 ‘He was never the same after his sister died. He turned inwards – I suppose he was grief 
stricken.’ 
 In 1863, at the age of eighteen, Ebenezer left school having achieved high grades in all the 
subjects he studied. He joined his father’s bank, Marley and Scrooge. It was here that he encoun-
tered the only real friend he ever made: Jacob Marley. Despite the fact that both were rather 
small-minded, they shared a deep love of money. Many years later, after Horatio Scrooge and 
his business partner Albert Marley had both passed away, young Jacob and an eager Ebenezer 
set up business together. Oh, how they prospered . . . and always at the expense of others. It is 
clear that they lent money to the poor and destitute by charging them extravagant interest rates. 
It was shameful how they profited from the poverty of others! In his later years Scrooge ran the 
business single-handed, following the sudden death of Jacob Marley in a carriage accident.
 Ebenezer would probably only be remembered for his unscrupulous ways had it not been 
for a quite extraordinary event. In 1905, at the age of 60, Ebenezer was sitting alone, wrapped 
in blankets, in his under-heated house. It was Christmas Eve. That night Jacob Marley travelled 
from the very depths of hell, bringing with him three apparitions – spectres that would show 
Ebenezer the past, the present and an exceedingly bleak future. Remarkably, Jacob actually 
did something that was generous: he warned Scrooge to amend his ways, informing him that 
the jaws of hell awaited him if he failed to change his behaviour. On that eerie night Ebenezer 
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Scrooge was forced to see the error of his ways. Most chilling of all was the final ghost – the 
one who showed him his gravestone!
 Never did a man change so quickly and so dramatically. After showing exemplary kindness 
to Bob Cratchit, his clerk, and everyone in his family, Scrooge spent the remainder of his days 
showing compassion, care and courteousness to everyone he encountered. He died in 1925, at 
the age of eighty, a happy, well-loved gentleman. His compassionate, obliging manner and his 
sympathy for one and all resulted in him being cherished by every citizen in London town. As my 
biography draws to a conclusion, I ask every reader to learn from the life of Ebenezer Scrooge. 
His example provides food for thought for us all! 

Pupil Model Text 2
Does the name Ebenezer Scrooge spring to mind? He was the man that changed his ways – 
that’s for sure! An unexpected event on the early hours of Christmas Day transformed him from 
being a mean-spirited, prickly man to the most compassionate, sympathetic gentleman that 
ever walked the streets of London. 
 Ebenezer was born in 1845 at King’s Street, London. His father, Horatio Scrooge, was a 
extremely wealthy banker who was not a charitable man. In fact, he was a miser. At a young age 
Ebenezer showed a love for numbers – it’s likely this came from his father. His mother, Emily, 
died in the birth of Scrooge, and this affected him deeply.
 Ebenezer lacked generosity, resulting in him having very few friends. In many ways he was a 
loner. Even though he showed a real commitment to his studies, it was clear to see that he was 
going to follow in his father’s footsteps – being a self-centred city banker.
 In his early twenties Ebenezer earned an apprenticeship at Fezziwig’s company. Later on 
in his life he joined his father’s counting house where he learned the tricks of the trade and 
eventually he took over after his father had passed away along with his partner, Albert Marley. 
Albert’s son, Jacob, shared the company with Ebenezer and that was where he earned his first 
real friend. These two shared one quality: a love of money.
 After Jacob had passed away Ebenezer had to run the company on his own. In 1905 at the 
age of sixty, on Christmas Eve, Scrooge was sitting at home waiting for another glum 25th of 
December when something strange happened. The ghost of Jacob Marley, from the very depths 
of hell, appeared bringing with him three dreadful apparitions that would haunt him: Christmas 
past, present and the very bleak future. Jacob warned Scrooge that if he didn’t change his ways 
he would become a spirit that would carry a chain as long as a stream. 
 That night Scrooge was forced to see the error of his ways. Most chilling of all was the final 
ghost – the spectre that showed him his gravestone. 
 After that chilling night Scrooge changed his ways quicker than anyone ever had before. 
He showed great kindness to Bob Cratchit and his nephew Fred. People remember the name 
Ebenezer Scrooge to be a wonderful one as he saved Tiny Tim’s life. If anyone could keep 
Christmas jolly it was that fellow. 

Conor Schmidt, aged 10 

Teacher’s written comments:

A very impressive biography. The following features were particularly good:

●● an excellent opening
●● strong punctuation: pairs of commas, colons and dashes
●● good vocabulary choices – such as glum
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Pupil model text 3
What comes to mind when you hear the name Ebenezer Scrooge? Money? A miser? Greed? Or 
a warm hearted fellow? An event on Christmas Eve changed him from a thorny bush of holly to 
a Christmas tree decorated with generosity.
 Ebenezer was born on 23rd December 1845. His father, Horatio Scrooge, was a wealthy 
banker. Young Ebenezer had dreams of being a teacher, yet his father taught him his first lesson 
of life: ignore the poor, the Scrooges are the only people that matter! His loving sister was the 
glimmer of hope in this dark family of Scrooges. Yet his mother Emily died of hypothermia which 
– I hear – hardened the already avaricious Ebenezer.
 School was not the most enjoyable experience he went through, though he won many 
awards for his natural flair for numbers. The teachers spoke about him behind his back. He was 
also bullied at the age of twelve because he had to wear glasses. This had an influence on his 
behaviour. His sister, Ethel, died when he came back from school in 1861. An acquaintance 
said,‘’E came back to school one day an’ ’e ignored all his teachers! His best friend used to be 
’is eight times table, but now it’s money! I can’t blame him after Ethel died.’
 In 1874, after achieving high grades in all his subjects, at the age of eighteen, he was deter-
mined to join his father’s bank. He then made a friend. It was the only friend he would ever make: 
Jacob Marley. Oh, how their so called business made money when they became chairmen. They 
lent money to the poor, but charged them extortionate interest rates. In 1893 he had to run the 
bank alone following Jacob’s death on Christmas Eve. That night is believed to have made him 
into the avaricious man he was, until 24th December 1905. 
 It is said that three is a magic number. Who am I to deny it? Since three ghosts visited him, 
and the third ghost made him redeem himself by showing him his grave! The three ghosts 
were: the spectre of Christmas past, the apparition of Christmas present and the phantom of 
Christmas yet to come. Jacob, for once, did a good deed and warned Ebenezer about the 
ghostly visitors. Next morning he woke up a changed man . . . forever.
 He will probably be remembered for his kindness towards his clerk, Bob Cratchit, whom he 
sent the prize turkey to, paying the lad who fetched it for him half a crown! He is now an icon 
and due to his good heart a charity opened called Ebenezer Scrooge. He died a happy man at 
the age of eighty-seven. He is a great man who provides brain candy for us all. As Tiny Tim says: 
God bless us, everyone.

Oliver Evans, aged 11

Descriptive writing

Purpose 
Description is used in many different forms of writing to create a vivid impression of a person, 
place, object or event. For example, in a narrative it can be used to:

●● create a setting, providing the details that will ‘bring it to life’
●● draw a portrait of a character: her physical appearance; her clothes; her mannerisms and 

what kind of person she is
●● outline an event, offering the details that make it interesting for the reader, or the most 

important details that the reader will need to know

Features 
Description can be useful for a variety of purposes: 


