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Tim O’Shei’s

10 Nonfiction Writing Tips

(* These work for fiction too!)

1. Write “small.” Focus on a narrow topic (not a broad one) and write in deep detail.
2. Find “gems” in your research – attention-grabbing information that wows readers –
and weave them into your writing.
3. Before you write, ask yourself, “What should my readers learn?” Afterward, check
your writing to make sure you shared that information.
4. Stuck on an introduction? Try writing a statement, a question, and a scene. One of
those (or a combination of them) may give you that elusive opening.
5. Research sources can include real people, written materials, videos, letters, etc.
Before you write, make a wish list of sources. Aim high – then ask your librarian for
help!
6. Reach all of your readers’ senses when writing in detail: sight, sound, smell, taste
and touch.
7. Use a variety of sentence types and lengths, and remember this: Long, flowing
sentences are good for drawing readers in, building a scene, or making a list. Short,
punchy sentences are best for emphasizing a point.
8. Revise! Look at what you have so far and ask yourself two questions: “Why?” and
“What else do people need to know?” Then build the answers into your writing.
9. View your writing as a wet sponge: It should be damp, but not a soppy, drippy mess.
Just as you would squeeze the excess water from a sponge, squeeze the extra words
from your writing.
10. Proofread your piece both frontwards and backwards. Why backwards? It’ll force
you to look at each word individually and help you catch spelling mistakes your eyes
might otherwise miss.
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Six Quick Research & Writing Tips
from author Tim O’Shei
1.

Make Wikipedia work for you by having students edit and add
content, rather than just consuming it.

2.

Teach students to research by searching for “gems” – memorable
information that makes a reader think or say, “Wow!” (For example:
Snowflakes the size of large pizzas once fell in Montana.)

3.

Whether we like it or not, and whether we’re ready for it or not,
much of the world now communicates in short, Twitter-like bursts of
information. As part of a larger strategy that includes traditional and
more in-depth activities, get students ready for our quick-hit
informational world by having them translate key facts and gems
into tweets of 140 characters or less.

4.

When students are writing in-depth pieces, help them develop
creative and engaging leads by pointing out the following: Every
lead, or introduction, is a statement, scene or question. Have them
experiment with all three when beginning work on a piece.

5.

Take snapshots and thoughtshots. Encourage students to include
physical (snapshots) and emotional (thoughtshots) detail in their
notes while researching and help them channel that in-depth
information into their writing. (Thanks to writing teacher and author
Barry Lane for this tip.)

6.

Teach students to dig out stories, or anecdotes, that relate to their
topic of research — and use them in their final writing pieces.
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Interviews as a Research Tool
Tim O’Shei’s Tips for Making it Work
• Know the goal of your interview. If you’re writing a profile or a deep feature, you’ll need to get much more personal than if you’re
simply seeking expert opinion or analysis. (Most of the tips here apply to deeper, profile-type interviews.)
• Watch and read interviews with your subject and about your topic. Check out news stories, opinion pieces — everything you can
find. Check the sources at the bottom of a Wikipedia page. You’ll uncover good stuff, such as an article from a celebrity’s hometown
newspaper that shows a much more personal side of that public figure. Immerse yourself in your interviewee’s work — music, art,
politics, sports, whatever it is. Use all of this material to formulate questions. Plus, it’s helpful to know a lot about your subject. People
appreciate preparation. It’ll make it easier for you to ask tougher or more personal questions.
• Find quotes by (or about) your interviewee, and use those to formulate questions: “You once said, ‘Being vice president is the
world’s most useless job,’ yet here you are running for it. What changed?”
• Use interesting or surprising facts to form questions: “Your season ticket sales are 10 percent lower than last year. Why?”
• Create a list of always-usable “stock” questions. Use these questions to open the interview, to loosen up a stiff conversation, or to
buy yourself time if you’re formulating follow-up questions:
 “What’s the one thing about your job that nobody realizes until they’re in it?”
 “What are the biggest misconceptions people have about you?”
• Ask mostly open-ended questions versus close-ended questions.
 “How does it feel to join the Toronto Blue Jays?” = 
 “Are you happy to join the Toronto Blue Jays?” = 
• Use this starting phrase to create open-ended questions: “What went through your mind when … ?”
• Closed-ended questions are a useful tool. Use them to gather or confirm facts, or to set up a broader, open-ended question:
Interviewer: Did you dream of being on Disney as a kid?
Teen star: Yes, always. I grew up watching Lizzie McGuire.
Interviewer: Now that you are a Disney star, what’s it like to be that person that kids grow up
watching and idolizing?
Teen star: It’s a mind-blowing experience to think I can have that kind of impact on kids. To me,
it’s a huge blessing, and a huge responsibility …
• Use soft, icebreaker questions only when the interviewee is nervous or unaccustomed to working with the media. If you’re
interviewing an experienced, busy public figure, jump right into the interview. A warm-up question will only seem like a waste of time to
the subject – and he or she might tune out.
• Inject your own experiences or feelings into the conversation only when your perspective adds context, creates empathy, or
helps stimulate more thoughts from your subject. Otherwise, make sure everything that comes out of your mouth ends with a
question mark.
• Interrupt sparingly. But if the conversation is veering off track, feel free to redirect it.
• Don’t feel a need to respond to every answer. If you don’t have a follow-up, it’s fine – and usually best – to simply move on to the
next question, not acknowledge the last one.
• Be curious, be personable, and be personal. Good interviews can feel like counseling sessions … without the actual counseling.
• Take notes on your subject’s physical features and body language. These are the details that make people seem real.
• Listen! The best questions are often follow-ups. And the best follow-up questions are often one word: “Why?”
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3 Steps to Writing introductions
(& conclusions too!)
1. Tell your readers what you’re going to teach
them.
(For conclusions: Remind your readers what you taught them.)

2. Show your readers why this is important.
(For conclusions: Remind your readers why this is important.)

3. Give your readers something to think about!*
(For conclusions: Leave your readers with something to think about.)
•

This one is tough! You may need to think for a while
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More ideas …
YOUR IDEAS!
Put ‘em here…

… and please share with me! I’d love to share your ideas, questions and success
stories on my nonfiction writing blog, WritingTruth.com.

tim@livestarringyou.com
www.timoshei.com
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