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ENGLISH LANGUAGE AND WRITING SKILLS


BIO SKETCH


A bio sketch or biographical sketch is a brief description of the life of a well-known person. It tells the story of the person’s life, achievements and character, and touches upon the important events of his/her life. It also informs the reader about how the person influenced the world. A bio sketch gives the reader all the important details about an individual’s life.


Unlike a biography which is detailed and long, a bio sketch is short and to-the-point, giving the reader essential information about an individual and a basic idea about his/her personality. It is a brief narrative that helps the reader know the person (often a historical figure) better.


Writing a bio sketch is one of the simplest questions in the exam, one you can max. All the factual details about the individual are usually already given – you only have to pick up the details from the list of facts and build them into paragraphs while staying within the prescribed word limit.


Usually a bio sketch includes the following information:


• Name and place of birth


• Name and occupation of parents


• Education and training


• Significant events in childhood


• Influences that helped shape his/her personality


• Achievements and awards


• Special contributions or research (if any)


• Personal life


• Life after retirement or circumstances of death


The important points to remember while writing a bio sketch are:


✓ Always write in the third person.


✓ Include all significant and relevant details from the list.


✓ Mention the main achievements and honours received.


✓ Do not add any additional information not there in the facts already given (however, if you are choosing the subject of the bio sketch, of course you can include whatever you think is relevant).


Here is an example of a bio sketch.


Write a brief bio sketch (100 words) of the famous musician A.R. Rahman.




Born: as Dileep Kumar – 6 January 1966, Chennai, Tamil Nadu; changed name to A.R. Rahman


Fame: music director and singer


Family: lost father at an early age; mother’s influence deep


Trained under: Master Dhanraj, Ilaiyaraja


Education: graduate in western classical music from Trinity College of Music


Began career in music: 1992 – set up a recording studio; film career began


Awards: fourteen Filmfare Awards, four National Film Awards, Two Grammy Awards, Two Academy Awards, Padma Bhushan in 2010, contribution to music; national icon; Berklee College of music, Boston, honoured him with a Doctorate in 2014





A.R. Rahman, originally named Dileep Kumar, was born on 6 January 1966 in Chennai, Tamil Nadu. He is a world renowned music director and singer. Rahman lost his father at an early age and was greatly influenced by his mother. He was trained by famous musicians: Master Dhanraj and Ilaiyaraja. He received his graduate degree in Western Classical Music from Trinity College of Music in London, UK. He set up a recording studio in 1992 and that is when his film career began. He has received 14 Filmfare Awards, four National Awards, and he has also been honoured with a Padma Bhushan in 2010 for his contribution to music. The achievements of this music maestro have crossed national boundaries and he has received recognition all over the globe. He has won two Academy Awards and two Grammy Awards. This national icon has recently been felicitated with an Honorary Doctorate by the Berklee College of Music, Boston, USA.


We have discussed the easy part of writing a bio sketch – that is, when all the necessary facts are already given to you, but But what happens when you have to write a bio sketch of a person of your own choice for a home assignment?


1. You have to decide on the historical figure that you choose to work on and most importantly you have to gather important details from reliable sources.


2. The Internet becomes the commonest source, and to ensure that the information is correct, you should always double-check the facts that you take from there. Never rely on only one site for all your facts. Always refer to at least two or more sites to gather correct information. You can use books, of course, and also people who knew/know the person – sometimes this is possible when the subject is alive.


3. As you are gathering all the information about your chosen subject, you can take down information that you think is important and relevant to the life of the individual. Don’t write a biography; stay within the word limit – this is, after all, a bio sketch. Your information should include:


✓ A timeline of the person’s life (date of birth, place of birth, residence, parents, education, when his/her career begin, life after retirement and death if applicable).


✓ Main accomplishments, awards and recognition.


✓ You can add any personal influences that helped shape his/her personality.


✓ Add any situation or experience that makes this person interesting to you.














	Step 1

	
• Choose your subject


• Gather reliable information





















	Step 2

	
• Arrange the information chronologically


• Add any experience that you think will appeal to the reader





















	Step 3

	
• Conclusion (awards and life after retirement)


• Death and its circumstances (if relevant)









You should know the important facts about the person very well before writing a bio sketch.


Now we take an example where you are supposed to write a bio sketch for your holiday homework, about your favourite leader, in about 100–150 words.


Suppose you are writing a bio sketch of Mahatma Gandhi. You should put the important information about him in points so that it is easy for you to put it down in a paragraph.




Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi, fondly called ‘Bapu’, was born on 2 October 1869 in Porbandar, Gujarat. The man who led our nation to freedom, followed the ancient teachings of Gautama Buddha, Ashoka and Mahavir Jain. He a great leader who believed in nonviolence, moral principles and simple living.


Gandhi’s mother Putlibai, a religious woman greatly influenced her son. His father Karamchand Gandhi was the chief minister of Porbandar State and passed away when Gandhi was only eighteen.


He began his education in Porbandar, then went on to study at the Alfred High School in Rajkot. At the age of fourteen, he was married to Kasturba Makhanji, and they later had four children. He studied at Samaldas College, Bhavnagar and then went to England in 1888 to obtain a degree in Law.


In June 1891, Gandhi came back to India to set up a law practice but failed. In 1893, he set sail for South Africa and practised law for a year. In 1915, he returned to India permanently and under his leadership the Indian National Congress launched a series of mass movements – the Non-cooperation movement (1920–22) and the Civil Disobedience movement (1930) that was triggered by the famous Dandi March.


He lost his wife of 62 years in 1944. This man with his ideals of ‘Satyagraha’ freed our country from the clutches of the British empire and India became an independent nation on 15 August 1947.


Bapu was bestowed with the title of Mahatma (‘great soul’). He also worked for the upliftment of the ‘untouchables’, whom he called Harijans (children of God). He gave his entire life to save our country but was unfortunately assassinated on 30 January 1948 while on his way to a prayer meeting. His death was mourned by millions as a personal loss.


name


date of birth


place of birth


influences


mother


father


education


marriage


work


achievements


honours







 


BOOK REPORTS AND REVIEWS


Book reports and reviews challenge you to think and write critically about what you have read. In the early years you probably have to write only about a favourite character and what you liked about a book. But as you grow older, the book report becomes more detailed and demanding. The format for writing a book report allows students to share critical information about the books that they read, with their teachers and their peers.


Book reports and reviews help your teachers understand how well you have understood a book, its main ideas and themes. Writing book reports is an important part of your student life. It encourages you to read and understand books thoroughly, think critically about what you have read, and learn to summarize and put across your opinions about it.


You can write a book report without hard and fast rules. But sometimes knowing a certain format will surely make writing a book report a lot easier. Knowing what information is to be included and what is not or how to organize the information that you have will make your report easy to read and comprehensive.


Difference between a book report and a book review


A book report offers the content and structure of a book as impartially as possible. It presents a summary of the content and an analysis of the structure. The objective of the report is to give sufficient information to help decide whether the book will be useful or interesting for the reader.


A book review is not objective, but subjective. It is a descriptive and critical evaluation of a book. It does have a summary of content and an analysis of structure, just as a book report does, but in a book review you will also judge the value of a book and recommend (or not recommend) it to readers. Often, in many schools, book reports and reviews are synonymous terms, so do clarify this with your teacher..


How to write a book report


Before you write, read


There is no substitute for reading the book. While reading, keep a pen and notebook with you to jot down important page numbers and passages. This will be very useful when you finally sit down to write your report. Trying to retrace your steps later and frantically searching for what you wanted to quote wastes a lot of time and can be quite frustrating. Don’t write in the book itself as it will only cause confusion and spoil the book.


Book report outline


After reading the book, and we mean actually reading the entire book and not the summary you might find online, you are ready to start writing. You plan what you want to say and prepare an outline for it. Your book report outline should include the following details:


• Introduction


• Summary


• Characters


• Plot


• Evaluation and Conclusion


Each of these points corresponds to a new paragraph of the report. Roughly jot down a few important points for each subhead listed above. After you are done mapping out the outline for your book report, you can start with the actual writing part.


Introductory Paragraph


Book reports should open with the most basic information about the book – title of the book, author, genre and the year it was published. The introductory paragraph is the most crucial. This is where you build the reader’s interest and grab their attention by informing them of any noteworthy or unusual facts about the book or the author. Write any information that may add to the author’s credentials. Include important facts such as if the book was a bestseller or the author has published any books earlier. Describe any influences or unusual circumstances that led to the writing of this book.


Book reports can be made appealing. Explain why you chose to pick this book and read it. Maybe you have read this author before or somebody recommended the book to you or maybe you found it while browsing at a bookstore and found the blurb (information on the back cover or on the flaps) interesting. Of course, it is entirely possible that you have had no choice in choosing the book. Still, try to find aspects in the book that interest you.


What is the Book About?


The body of the book report, comprising of the second, third and fourth paragraphs, describes the details of the book. It gives you the chance to prove that you have thoroughly read and understood the book. Describe in detail what the book is about. If your report is about a novel, check out the tips given below:


• Summary: This paragraph includes the gist of the story, an overview of the plot, characters, setting and the period it is set in. Describe the tone and atmosphere of the book along with the point of view from which the story is told. Specify if it is a spine-tingling murder mystery or a romantic comedy.


• Character Details: Are the characters believable to you? Analyze the important characters of the book and the role they play in the development of the story. You can also talk about your favourite character/s and the reason you relate to them.


• Plot Details: You do not have to specify every minute detail of the story. Focus on the plot highlights; specify the main sequence of events. Say if the pace of the novel works and how well (or not) the story moves according to the plot. Describe any literary devices that you have studied in school that are used by the author and the themes that the book deals with. Leave a few questions unanswered for the reader so that he or she is influenced to read the book and find the answers himself or herself.


Book reports on non-fiction


Book reports on non-fiction books mainly deal with the subject of the book and the arguments and ideas put forward by the author. Write about what you find interesting, the main events and ideas that the author has shared, and include a crisp and clear summary of the detailed arguments made by the author. For instance, if you are writing a report on a biography, specify the important events that shaped the person’s life, discuss the less known facts about his or her life, the quality and honesty of research and the level of detail. You can conclude by saying whether or not the biography has given you a window into the subject’s life.


Personal evaluation and conclusion


The final paragraph is the most important, interesting and subjective. It is in this paragraph that you can finally write down your detailed thoughts on the book. Ask yourself the following questions:


• What did you like and dislike about the book?


• Was the purpose of the book achieved?


• Did it raise any issues or topics for discussion?


• Is the writing clear and effective?


• Is it too lengthy or too short a book?


• Did it captivate you or failed to capture your interest?


• Did it appeal to your emotions? Could you relate to it?


• What was good about the book and what wasn’t that great?


• Did the author manage to sway your opinion about a person or issue?


• Discuss the strengths and weaknesses of the book; your favourite and least favourite part.


• Would you recommend it to anyone else?


Critically analyze the book and give supporting evidence to back every argument that you make. Give a balanced and honest opinion about the book.


Revising, editing and publishing


Revision is very important. Read out your book report to a friend or family member, and get their feedback. Your book report should be able to convince the other person to either read the book or not read it (or perhaps read a few pages and decide). Edit your report and check grammatical errors, spelling mistakes, references and quotes. Revise to make sure you have made the necessary corrections.


While writing book reports, do not give away any revealing information or the ending. No spoilers!


Quick tips


✓ Begin your book report by mentioning your teacher’s name, the book title and the author.


✓ Make sure you ask your teacher what his/her specific requirements for the report are.


✓ Important information such as the publication date, genre, author achievements and any special achievements is to be included in the introductory paragraph.


✓ Write a brief summary of the book and discuss the theme and literary devices used by the author.


✓ Discuss the characters, the purpose of the book and your understanding of the novel. Discuss your favourite character and how you relate to him/her.


A book report is not a book research thesis; it is descriptive, critical and evaluative, giving the reader a summary of the content. It helps the reader decide whether they want to read the book or not. It aids the reader by creating their interest in the story and not killing it by telling them the whole tale page by page.




 


ESSAYS


It is the most important question in your English exam, you invariably have to write an essay for your holiday homework, and a well-written essay is one of the most important criteria for admissions in colleges abroad. So you might as well start sharpening your essay-writing skills right from the start.


The task of writing an essay may seem daunting to some at first. It needs you to be comfortable about expressing yourself in writing. However, by adhering to some simple rules and a basic framework, you too can churn out some seriously compelling work. Be it for a competition, school magazine or for any other purpose, with a reasonable amount of focus, research on the chosen topic and practice, you will be pleased with the results sooner than you imagine.


While there are many approaches out there, the five-paragraph format is the most commonly used and trusted one while writing an essay. Quite simply, an essay should consist of three parts – Introduction, Body and Conclusion.


The first paragraph is the introduction; the second, third and fourth paragraphs make up the body of the essay; and the fifth paragraph should be the conclusion. While each component has its own place and importance in the overall appeal of an essay, one must not forget that each component must smoothly ‘flow’ into the next. This ‘flow’ of the essay must be natural and logical.


The topic is usually already given to you, so the next and most vital step is brainstorming. Jot down your main ideas for the essay in points and also make note of any relevant quotes or anecdotes that come to mind. These points will be the roadmap of your ideas and will not let you lose sight of the main theme of the essay. Brainstorming gives you an outline of the body of your essay, and while writing the final draft all you have to do is expand these points without any confusion. If you are writing an essay for an exam, do not spend more than five minutes on the outline.


Now we will go through the format of writing an essay in more detail.


✓ Introduction




An introduction is the most important part of an essay. The first paragraph is the introduction. It not only introduces the reader to what you have in store for him/her and pulls him/her into your essay, but also sets the bar for the quality of the writing that follows. It is, therefore, imperative to write a catchy or attention-grabbing first statement. Making a unique impactful beginning is critical for catching the reader’s interest right at the very outset and leaving him/her wanting more.





• This can be achieved by starting with an unexpected, unusual thought.


• You could also begin with a question, quotation, controversial statement or interesting dialogue.


• The main theme of the essay should be stated very clearly in the introductory paragraph.


• It should be a short, concise summary of what is to come (without going into detail).
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