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The process nonfiction writers follow to craft stories starts long before they sit down to shape their lead sentences. In fact, many if not most writing problems can be traced to two issues that at first glance seem only loosely related to the selection and placement of words.

1) The writer hasn’t established a clear focus.

2) The writer hasn’t gathered the information, examples or details needed tell the story well.

Good non-fiction writing can never be built on words alone. It’s a process that starts with clear and original thinking, often long before the writer takes a first pass at the first sentence. This process is equally applicable to a speech or an essay or a report. In order to build and bolster an argument, the writer needs to start by knowing what that point is and think through how to develop it. Here are the steps I encourage my students to follow.
1) Conceive

Start with a good idea. This seems self-evident. But few writers take enough time to work through their approach before they pick up the phone for an interview, wade through documents or reports, or rush out the door. Millions around the world stopped to watch the funeral of President John Fitzgerald Kennedy. Hundreds, if not thousands, of reporters filed stories that day. Only one, columnist Jimmy Breslin, sought out Clifton Pollard, the man who dug Kennedy’s grave. Today Breslin’s story remains on the Arlington National Cemetery web site (and earlier editions of the Nieman Storyboard list).  He found “a place to stand” that no one else occupied. His was a compelling idea. And it surely was no accident.
2) Research

Before locking your approach in place, do some preliminary legwork, a little reconnaissance.  Review what’s been written before. Consider what piece of the story is missing. Ask yourself from what or whose perspective you might best approach the story’s telling.

3)  Focus
Write a focus statement that establishes your direction and approach. This should not be more than a few sentences long.  Revise it if and when your focus shifts.  In his book, “Writing As Craft and Magic,” Carl Sessions Stepp puts it this way: “A wonderful story begins with a wonderful idea … A strong storyline needs to be concise, arousing and expressible in a sentence or two.”  

In “Writing for Your Reader,” Donald Murray suggests that, “Most good stories say one thing. They tell not of a battle but of a soldier; they talk not about governance, but a deal; they discuss not a socioeconomic group, but reveal a person and a life.”
The same, it might be added, is true of an effective speech or report.  One of the clear weaknesses of Barack Obama’s debate performance was a failure to translate policy into the experiences of Americans he’s met on the campaign trail. That approach may be clichéd, but it’s also effective.
3) Report
Once you’ve established a focus and the way you’ll approach it, your information gathering will become more economical. Focused reporting allows you to go deeper and look for details and data that demonstrate, or “show,” rather than merely tell what you are trying to convey.
4) Review as you go
As soon as you complete an interview, review a document or observe a scene, go over your notes to make sure they’re clear and complete. Highlight key facts, quotes and details. Notes are much harder to decipher hours and days after they’re written. Often, it is during the process of reviewing notes that a story’s shape begins to emerge. 
5) Organize
Writers hate to outline, so we’ll call it something else. But your 8th grade English teacher had it right: Devise a plan before you write. Consider your story’s frame, the way in which you want it to unfold. Then block out and order key points, themes or chapters. They’ll help establish the story’s structure.

6) Draft

Many people tend to edit excessively as they write. This holds an inherent risk. More time gets devoted to the first part of a story than the rest. The overall story suffers as a result. Writing coach Don Fry urges reporters to “draft fast to block the internal censor.” Drafting fast has another benefit. It allows more time to revise.
7) Revise

No one gets things right the first time. Try to put some distance between each draft and the next. Start revision by reading what you’ve written aloud. Then make it better. 

