OUTLINING:


Why outline?  


Once you have settled on a thesis statement and your main supporting ideas, you can write a formal outline, creating the “skeleton” of your essay. Looking at your ideas this way can help ensure:

· Your main points are on-topic and directly support your thesis 

· You order your main points logically

· You emphasize more important ideas and subordinate less important ideas

· You have sufficient evidence for each of your main points

How to write a formal outline:

Before you begin: 

· Double-check that your thesis statement makes a clear and specific claim about your topic, a claim you will then need to substantiate in the body of your essay. For more information on how to write a strong thesis statement, see the “Thesis Statements” section. 

· Write out each of your supporting points in complete sentences or clear, unambiguous phrases. 


Once you have everything ready, you can start to arrange your ideas into a formal outline. 

1) Write your thesis statement at the top of the page. 

2) Group related ideas and categorize them according to their level of generality—how general or specific they are. In a formal outline, this means: 

· Use Roman numerals (I, II, III, IV etc.) for your major points 

· Use capital letters (A, B, C) for sub-points

· Use regular numbers (1, 2, 3, 4) for more specific supporting ideas

· Use lower-case letters (a, b, c) for your most specific supporting details

Each time you move to a more specific level, indent. 

3) Arrange your main points in a logical order.

4) Re-read and revise. Just like writing, constructing an outline is a process, and your first “draft” might need some adjustments to your ideas and organization.








Organizing your outline: 


When deciding how to order your points, your first consideration should be logic.  How does one point lead up to or build upon another? Additionally, you might also consider: 

· Climax:  Present your ideas so they build to a climax, ending with your most dramatic examples.  
· Complexity:  Start with simpler ideas and build to more complex ones. 
· Familiarity: Start with more familiar ides and move towards newer ones.
· Audience appeal:  Start with “safe” ideas and move to more challenging ones.
· Chronological: Present ideas in the time order in which they occurred.
· Compare/Contrast: When looking at similarities or differences, it may be ordered in one of two ways:
	Block style: look first at one item and then the next, using the same criteria each time. For example: 

I. Malcolm X
  A. Philosophies
  B. Religious influence
  C. Accomplishments
II. Martin Luther King, Jr.
  A. Philosophies
  B. Religious influence
  C. Accomplishments

	Point-by-point: Look at the two items simultaneously, comparing them on the same criteria. For example: 

I. Philosophies
  A. Malcolm X
  B. Martin Luther King, Jr.
II. Religious influence
  A. Malcolm X
  B. Martin Luther King, Jr.
III. Accomplishments
  A. Malcolm X
  B. Martin Luther King, Jr.




Some other hints for using outlines effectively: 

· Outlining is better for organizing ideas than generating them. It will be easier for you to construct a formal outline if you’ve first thoroughly explored your ideas through freewriting, brainstorming, clustering, etc. 

· Print out your outline and have it next to you as you write so that you can reference it easily. 

· Use your outline as a guide, but don’t be afraid to deviate from it if you find your ideas are changing as you write. 







Outline Template Example:   Here is a useful template to create an outline.  Here’s an example:

	THESIS:  What do you want to convince your reader of?  Is this an arguable assertion?  Is this based on 
the reading?  Can one disagree?

We would be better off if we all had a work ethic like Malcolm X (this is arguable because one could disagree that we have a poor work ethic in the U.S. or one could argue Malcolm X isn’t a good example of hard work)



PARAGRAPH 1:
	TOPIC SENTENCE (Point):  What is an arguable point I can make to prove my thesis? 

From rough cluster/listing: Copied entire dictionary by hand—rare.  

Revised: The hard work Malcolm X showed by copying the dictionary is not common.


	SUPPORT (Information):  What examples and quotes in the reading can I use to prove and illustrate the claim in my topic sentence?  Do I want to also include real life examples or research to strengthen my claim?

From text: Description of how he copied dictionary and reread his work and what he learned (pages 1-2)

Outside research: Description of how Jean Twenge in Generation Me  claims the current generation doesn’t work hard anymore but expects reward--p. 63, p. 68, p. 72, p. 137, p. 140, p. 157, chapter 7 on race and racism


	RELEVANCE (Explanation):  Why do I think this is important?  What can be learned from this?  What are the implications?  Outcomes?  Possible interpretations or deeper meaning?

So what are the possible harms of feeling entitled but not working hard? 
depression, violence, anxiety, higher crime rates, alienation, being easily controlled



PARAGRAPH 2:
	TOPIC SENTENCE (Point):  What is another arguable point I can make to prove my thesis?  How can I smoothly transition from the point I made before?

From rough cluster/listing: Read every chance he got--didn’t give up.  

Revised:  After learning to read, Malcolm X read every chance he got and continued to work hard to improve himself which is a lesson that would greatly help us today.  


	SUPPORT (Information):  What examples and quotes in the reading can I use to prove and illustrate the claim in my topic sentence?  Do I want to also include real life examples or research to strengthen my claim?

From text: Description of how he stayed up past lights out and read by glow under door.  Hid from guards (page 2).
                    Description of all the things he learned from reading (about slavery, white oppression)—page 3.

Outside research: Alex Jones’ explanation of how people don’t work hard to stay informed in Losing the News


	RELEVANCE (Explanation):  Why do I think this is important?  What can be learned from this?  What are the implications?  Outcomes?  Possible interpretations or deeper meaning?

So what are the possible harms of not working hard to educate self?  Government can control and manipulate us.



CONCLUSION:
	How can I end the essay on a strong note?  What would be a good “so what?” that explains: So what can we learn from this?  So what is the larger significance or impact?

So what?  So what are the outcomes of people not getting what they think they deserve even when they don’t work for it?  Causes many to feel cheated, perpetually angry, give up.  Paralyzes people in inability.  

So what is the impact of a populace with a poor work ethic?  Increasingly uneducated, unmotivated, apathetic, and better controlled by politicians, advertisers, other countries.  People turn to easy entertainment that has no true value for improving society.  We lose our democracy when people aren’t educated and participating.


Outline Template:   If you are struggling with organizing an outline, here is a useful template:

	THESIS:  What do you want to convince your reader of?  Is this an arguable assertion?  Is this based on 
the reading?  Can one disagree?






PARAGRAPH 1:
	TOPIC SENTENCE (Point):  What is an arguable point I can make to prove my thesis? 






	SUPPORT (Information):  What examples and quotes in the reading can I use to prove and illustrate the claim in my topic sentence?  Do I want to also include real life examples or research to strengthen my claim?






	RELEVANCE (Explanation):  Why do I think this is important?  What can be learned from this?  What are the implications?  Outcomes?  Possible interpretations or deeper meaning?









PARAGRAPH 2:
	TOPIC SENTENCE (Point):  What is another arguable point I can make to prove my thesis?  How can I smoothly transition from the point I made before?





	SUPPORT (Information):  What examples and quotes in the reading can I use to prove and illustrate the claim in my topic sentence?  Do I want to also include real life examples or research to strengthen my claim?






	RELEVANCE (Explanation):  Why do I think this is important?  What can be learned from this?  What are the implications?  Outcomes?  Possible interpretations or deeper meaning?







PARAGRAPH 3:
	TOPIC SENTENCE (Point):  What is another arguable point I can make to prove my thesis?  How can I smoothly transition from the point I made before?





	SUPPORT (Information):  What examples and quotes in the reading can I use to prove and illustrate the claim in my topic sentence?  Do I want to also include real life examples or research to strengthen my claim?






	RELEVANCE (Explanation):  Why do I think this is important?  What can be learned from this?  What are the implications?  Outcomes?  Possible interpretations or deeper meaning?








PARAGRAPH 4:
	TOPIC SENTENCE (Point):  What is another arguable point I can make to prove my thesis?  How can I smoothly transition from the point I made before?





	SUPPORT (Information):  What examples and quotes in the reading can I use to prove and illustrate the claim in my topic sentence?  Do I want to also include real life examples or research to strengthen my claim?






	RELEVANCE (Explanation):  Why do I think this is important?  What can be learned from this?  What are the implications?  Outcomes?  Possible interpretations or deeper meaning?








CONCLUSION:
	How can I end the essay on a strong note?  What would be a good “so what?” that explains: So what can we learn from this?  So what is the larger significance or impact?






Sample outline on Malcolm X’s “Learning to Read”:

Thesis:  The characteristics that Malcolm X shows in “Learning to Read” of not giving up even in the face of overwhelming odds and applying hard work and persistence have become frighteningly rare in the U.S. today and this causes us to become increasingly uneducated, unmotivated, apathetic, and better controlled by others.

I. Introduction

A.  Lead in with an overview of what “Learning to Read” is about
B. State thesis
C. Give example of lowered work ethics as seen in actors versus reality stars 
D. Repeat thesis in different words and add the “so what?” of harmful outcomes
II. The persistent effort Malcolm X showed in learning to read has become disappointingly rare.  
A.  Copied dictionary word for word by hand
1) At first took a day to write out each page (page 2)
2) Retested himself on the words after completing each page memorizing them all 
3) Educated himself about the world as dictionary is as a “miniature encyclopedia” (2)
 

B.  Jean Twenge in Generation Me says we expect instant results without working hard to achieve them.  
1) Twenge states: “They are less likely to work hard today to get a reward tomorrow—an especially important skill these days, when many good jobs require graduate degrees” (157).  
2) Without hard work we’ll be less educated so can be easily exploited by corporate America.
III. Once Malcolm X achieves his goal of literacy, he reads constantly and is tireless in his efforts of 
self-improvement which is a necessary lesson for us to apply today.  
A.  Malcolm X pursues reading with the same diligence he put into learning to read and write.
1) Use quote about how after lights out in prison, he read by the glow of the door (page 3)
2) Hid from guards every hour so he could keep reading
3) Only slept 3-4 hours per night so he could study
 

B.  Through his diligence, Malcolm X becomes educated and better able to defend the rights of blacks.
1) Learns about the realities of slavery
2) Learns about the repeated oppression of non-whites by whites around the world
 

C. Alex S. Jones in Losing the News argues we don’t put as much effort today into reading and 
 

      educating ourselves and this is one reason we’re losing good news reporting.
 


1) Use quote: “Surveys show that there is a perhaps not so shocking lack of knowledge about 
 


    government. A 2006 Zogby poll found that nearly three-quarters of Americans can correctly name 
 

          the Three Stooges, but fewer than half know the three branches of government” (Jones 26).  
 

 
2) Dangers: we become controlled by a small elite and we are no longer a democracy run by the 
 

           people for the people.
 
IV. Conclusion:  Even after Malcolm X achieved success and fame, his work ethic did not wane and if we 
 

ourselves don’t learn the value of this, our future as a true democracy is bleak.  As we become more 
  

engrossed in lazy entertainment, our democracy erodes.  As we become increasingly controlled by 
  

others, our strength and respect on a global scale disappears and we lose our valued freedoms.

 

Outlining Checklist:
                                  “By writing an outline you really are writing in a way, 

                          because you’re creating the structure of what you’re going to do.  

                               Once I really know what I’m going to write, I don’t find 

                                           the actual writing takes all that long.”          --Tom Wolfe

Please write feedback on your classmates’ outlines focusing on the following areas:
(1) Thesis:  
Does the thesis make a statement that can be argued?  Ask yourself, can I disagree?  If you cannot disagree (if the thesis just states a fact), advise the author how to add opinion.  Is the thesis specific and clear enough?  Is the thesis based on the reading?  Also, is there a clear “so what?”  So what is important about this?  So what is the significance?
(2) Supporting Points:  
Does the outline list the supporting points in a clear and logical order?  How can the order be clearer or improved?  Does each supporting point directly prove the thesis?  Are there any additional supporting points that should be included?
(3) Evidence: 
Is there a clear example illustrating each of the supporting points?  Is the author using examples from the reading?  If not, suggest ideas the author could use to better prove his/her points.  Could the author improve or replace any of the supporting points or textual examples?  
Has the author developed a clear explanation of why each supporting point is relevant? 
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