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1. Questioning 

A great biography is driven by great questions.
Boring questions produce boring answers.
Boring answers put readers to sleep.
Simple lists of facts are a bit like dry cereal . . .
no milk . . . no fruit . . . 
no taste!
1. Decide whose biography you will write. Learn enough about the person to make a wise choice. You will be spending a good deal of time on this person, so his or her life better be pretty intriguing. You will need to see if there is any good information readily available on your person.  Books must be available in El Portal, Yosemite Valley, or Mariposa, but no other towns. Then look ahead on this page to the questions to see which ones might be interesting to explore.
2. Open a word processing file and type your person's name at the top of the page. Then save the file with an appropriate file name in your private folder.
3. Browse through the following questions of import to see which ones seem worth pursuing.
4th grade: Answer bold-faced questions.
5th grade: Answer bold-faced questions plus one other question of your choice.
6th grade: Answer bold-faced questions plus two other questions of your choice.

Copy and paste your questions into your word processing file.

Biography Questions of Import
1. In what ways was the life remarkable? (This question answers why this person was or is famous)

2. In what ways was the life despicable? 

3. In what ways was the life admirable? 

4. What human qualities were most influential in shaping the way this person lived and influenced his or her times? 

5. Which quality or trait proved most troubling and difficult? 

6. Which quality or trait was most beneficial? 

7. Did this person make any major mistakes or bad decisions? If so, what were they and how would you have chosen and acted differently if you were in their shoes? 

8. What are the two or three most important lessons you or any other young person might learn from the way this person lived? 

9. Some people say you can judge the quality of a person's life by the enemies they make. Do you think this is true of your person's life? Explain why or why not. 

10. An older person or mentor is often very important in shaping the lives of gifted people by providing guidance and encouragement. To what extent was this true of your person? Explain. 

11. Many people act out of a "code" or a set of beliefs which dictate choices. It may be religion or politics or a personal philosophy. To what extent did your person act by a code or act independently of any set of beliefs? Were there times when the code was challenged and impossible to follow? 

12. What do you think it means to be a hero? Was your person a "hero?" Why? Why not? How is a hero different from a celebrity? 

4. Add to your word processing document any important and intriguing questions which you have discovered yourself as you thought about your search.
5. Save your work.
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Frederick Douglass photo from: http://www.nps.gov/history/museum/exhibits/douglass/allimg.html 

2. Learning About The Person 

Now that you have determined the questions you will explore, it is time to consult several different sources in order to gather and develop answers.
To do a careful, thorough job, you will want to consult all of the following:
[image: image3.wmf] A Book
If you can, find one or more printed books in the school library devoted to your person. When it comes to biography, books are often better sources that digital resources. They tend to provide more detail and more depth. They are often written by real scholars rather than fans and amateurs.

Enter findings in your research file under the appropriate question.

An Encyclopedia
Do a keyword search (not topic search) for your person and read more than the main article. See where they are mentioned in other articles. Summarize key findings and type them into your research file. 

Use the link to WorldBook Online that is just above ValleyCat in the links section at the bottom of the Library page.
You will need to put in the user name: mariposa2 and the password: getsmart
The Internet
Visit sites on the Internet and add to your research file when you find information that casts light upon your questions. Use the only links on the library page to for your search. This is because many of the biographies posted on the Internet are done by amateurs and students. How will you know which ones to trust? The links Mara has here are all valid and reliable, but not all the ones found by Google are. That is why you are not allowed to use Google. 

And then . . .
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3. Putting It All Together:
Synthesis 
Once you have collected many good pieces of information about your person, the next step is to combine those pieces in such a way as to cast light upon  your questions. (in other words ANSWER YOUR QUESTIONS)

Have you been "culling" the information as you went along? (Getting rid of stuff you don’t need)
Have you been sorting your findings so they are lined up under the questions you posed at the beginning?
Now that you have gathered your files . . .

Which information will answer your questions?
Which information do you find interesting?
Which information will be thrown away? (Not the birth date or answers to your questions)

Synthesizing is like moving puzzle pieces about until a picture emerges. Instead of cardboard pieces, you are moving ideas and facts.
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4. Telling the Life Story 

Some biographies present a long list of details and facts strung out like pants, shirts and socks on a line.
Your job is to take the insights you created in the previous section - Synthesis - and blend them together into a series of well crafted paragraphs which tell the really important stories.
A good story offers drama, excitement, human interest, passion and suspense. Tell this person's story so your audience will be at the edge of their seats wanting to learn more.
Once you have completed these paragraphs, you will employ the organize them in the following manner to refine and improve your story:

Introduction:

This paragraph includes the name, birth date, and  birth place of your person and a brief summary (2-3 sentences) about their life and achievements. Here is an example:

Mara Dale was born on Valentine’s Day, 1965 in the foggy city of San Francisco, California. As a girl she loved to read and dreamed of being a librarian. Her other interest was teaching outdoor and environmental education while living in the mountains. Through hard work and perseverance she is currently close to achieving both dreams. 

Body:

This is where is where you include the answers to your questions. This section should be 3-5 paragraphs long, depending on how many questions you have. 

Conclusion:

Your conclusion summarizes why your person was remarkable, what you most admire about this person, and any unanswered questions you might have. Here is an example:

While Hugh Sakols did not win teacher of the year in the United States he was nonetheless a dedicated teacher who brought his interest in photography to the class, and his quirky sense of humor and participation in the Yosemite Marching Band will always be remembered. I am curious what Mr. Sakols’ teachers thought of him when he was a student and if they appreciated his quirky sense of humor.
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