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Introduction 
Literature genres have been developed through centuries of oral storytelling and 
written language because writers needed ways to make their meaning clear. When 
you look at aspects of genre, you see the writers’ decisions—the essence of their craft. 
Everything else—the type of language used, the word choice, the use of dialogue, 
the structure or organization of the text, and all other writers’ decisions—rest on the 
choice of genre. As readers, your students will find that thinking, talking, and writing 
about a specific genre will help them better understand the text and expand their 
own thinking.

Organization of Prompts
In this guide, we have organized nonfiction, poetry, and test-taking prompts by 
genre, and also by literary elements and text structure. You will notice that the 
organizational categories change somewhat depending upon the genre. Below is a 
comprehensive list and descriptions of the categories you will see on these pages. We 
consider all of nonfiction to be informational in the sense that it imparts information 
to the reader, but it is the purpose and structure of the text that helps to determine 
the specific types.

nonFiction GenRes
BIOGraPhy provides factual information in narrative style about all or part of a 
person’s life. A biography is written in the third person (not by the subject).

autOBIOGraPhy provides factual information in narrative style about all or part of 
the author’s life. It is told in the first person (by the subject).

MeMOIr provides factual information in narrative style about a significant time, 
place, person, or event in the author’s life, and explains the significance. A memoir is 
told in the first person (by the subject).

NarratIve NONfIctION texts provide factual information in narrative style and 
chronological structure about a particular topic.
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organization of Prompts

exPOsItOry NONfIctION texts provide factual information about a topic using a clear (non-
narrative) organizational structure with a major topic and supporting information.

PrOcedural texts are nonfiction texts that give directions or teach or describe a process. 

PersuasIve texts are nonfiction texts intended to convince the reader of the validity of a set 
of ideas—usually a particular point of view.

LiteRARY eLeMents oF BioGRAPHicAL texts
Some of these elements also appear in narrative nonfiction texts. 

settING often influences the events in a person’s life. Readers will want to note the place, time 
in history, and other events that occurred during the subject’s life.

characterIzatION Of suBject is the representation of the subject’s character and 
motives. The writer should clearly show the subject’s accomplishments and as much as possible, 
make hypotheses (based on evidence) about the events and people who influenced the subject’s 
actions and decisions.

theMe The big ideas of biography are the same as those of realistic and historical fiction— 
conflicts between people, internal conflicts, and the struggle against nature and society.

accuracy/autheNtIcIty All biographies must be accurate. Information for biography is 
drawn from letters, documents, interviews, newspaper and magazine archives, reference books, 
and informational books.

IllustratIONs aNd GraPhIc features Typically, biographies are illustrated by authentic 
photographs or an artist’s renderings of the subject and the places in which she lived, conveying 
a real sense of the times. Biographies can also include charts, maps, diagrams, or graphs—
anything that has to do with the subject’s life and work.
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style aNd laNGuaGe refers to how the author makes the information interesting. The 
author’s style must be clear and must consider the audience. Through language, the author 
develops his style and voice. 

text structure/OrGaNIzatION Biographies generally follow a temporal sequence, 
although there can be variations, such as focusing on a specific segment of a subject’s life. 
Biographies may have such organizational features as a table of contents, a glossary or 
pronunciation guide, or an index. They also generally have a bibliography of sources, which helps 
establish authenticity.

eLeMents oF nonFiction texts
INteGrIty/tOPIc The writers of high-quality nonfiction texts are expected to be honest with 
readers, selecting important ideas and breaking them down into parts that can be understood, 
and making decisions about what to include and what to leave out.

accuracy/autheNtIcIty Nonfiction books must be accurate. The author must either be 
personally or professionally qualified to write the book, have the manuscript checked by experts, 
or cite credible references.

IllustratIONs aNd GraPhIc features Typically, biographies are illustrated by authentic 
photographs or an artist’s renderings of the subject and the places in which she lived, conveying 
a real sense of the times. Biographies can also include charts, maps, diagrams, or graphs—
anything that has to do with the subject’s life and work.

style aNd laNGuaGe refers to how the author makes the information interesting.The 
author’s style must be clear and must consider the audience. Through language, the author 
develops his style and voice.

text structure/OrGaNIzatION Nonfiction texts can use a variety of underlying structural 
patterns that help the reader derive information. Almost every nonfiction text contains multiple 
examples of these structures.

tYPes oF PoetRY
free verse Poetry (also called blank verse) that does not rhyme, but does have rhythm, 
although seldom with a regular beat.

lyrIcal Poetry that is songlike, rhythmic, and descriptive; it helps the reader feel through  
the senses.

NarratIve/Ballad  Poetry that tells a story or relates an event or episode. The ballad, also  
a song, is a type of narrative.

ePIc/saGa Long narrative poem, usually about the great deeds of a folk hero (epic); or a similar 
and more sophisticated narrative poem with less emphasis on the hero (saga).

haIku An ancient Japanese form of non-rhyming poetry that creates a mental picture and 
makes an emotional statement. Lines 1 and 3 have five syllables; line 2 has seven syllables.
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BioGRAPHY: characteristics, setting

Biography

Biography: 
characteristics, setting

Biography
Biography provides factual information in narrative style about all or part of a person’s life.  
A biography is written in the third person (not by the subject). 

characteristics of the Genre
What is the genre? 

What characteristics help you to figure out that this is a biography?

Why is this text a good example of biography?

How is this book like other biographies you’ve read?

What are some of the challenges of reading biography?

How is biography different from autobiography or memoir?

What kind of biography is this (biography, autobiography, memoir)? How do 
you know?

How does this biography compare to another biography about the same person 
or another person who lived at the same time?

What do you like most about reading books in this genre? 

setting

How important is the setting (place, time in history, and other events taking 
place at the time) to the author’s life or accomplishments?

What are the details related to the setting that help you understand the story?

When did this person live? What was that time like?

Where did this person live? Where did this person grow up?

Does the setting change over the person’s lifetime?

How did the times affect the person’s life?

What if the person lived in a different time?

How did the place affect the person’s life?

What if the person lived in a different place?
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