
Outlining Your Research Paper
 

Why should you write an outline?

For a long paper, the outline is the essential guide to how the different portions of the material will be arranged and related to one another.  You cannot write a good 5-10 page paper in one sitting, so you need a map to show you how to make the pieces fit together.  By spending a little time to construct a solid and useful outline, you will have a plan that will make writing a more enjoyable task.  In this way, the writing is simple, because it just has to follow the outline that you have assembled.  

How do I write an outline?

1.  You need to be familiar with all of the aspects of your topic.  

These aspects may include various areas.  Do not feel the need to be really discerning; almost any point you can find may be included.  You should have some idea of which of these aspects is more important, and therefore should be emphasized.  

2.  You need to understand the correct outlining method.  

You will use the model that most of us learned in eight grade English class, using the different numerals for the different levels of headings.  For example,

Thesis Statement: 


I.  Major heading one

A. Heading one




1. Subheading one




2. Subheading two



B.  Heading two




1. Subheading one




2. Subheading two


II. Major heading two

A. Heading one




1. Subheading one




2. Subheading two



B.  Heading two




1. Subheading one




2. Subheading two


III. Major heading three

A. Heading one




1. Subheading one




2. Subheading two



B.  Heading two




1. Subheading one




2. Subheading two


IV. Major heading four

A. Heading one




1. Subheading one




2. Subheading two



B.  Heading two




1. Subheading one




2. Subheading two


V. Major heading five

A. Heading one




1. Subheading one




2. Subheading two



B.  Heading two




1. Subheading one




2. Subheading two

Conclusion:

3.  You can now construct the outline.  

This is actually not such a bad deal. By now you should have completed a large number of note cards that contain one topic or aspect you may wish to include in your paper. Take the note cards and arrange them in an order.  Put the major topics on the left-most side of your work area, then the next level of topics under that, and so on.  Amazingly, you are constructing the outline by moving these around.  Work at this for a while until you believe that all the ideas are in a reasonable order.  

 

Leaving the moveable notes where they are, write down the outline that you have constructed visually.  Using the numbering scheme above, mark the items that are primary, secondary, etc.  Type up your outline so that it is formatted correctly (see number 2). 

4.  You need to go back and revise the outline.  

With the draft of the outline completed, you should check over it for several points:

a) Are all the major headings of the same importance?  

Do they each appear to have several minor points?  Is there one topic that you do not have much information about?  You should ensure that you have roughly the same amount of emphasis on each major point.  

b) Would the writing be easier if I changed the order of the topics?

In other words, the outline shows you how the paper will flow when you write it.  Look at the outline carefully, and decide if it has the correct order for how you would describe the topic. This is at your discretion, because you can decide on the major emphasis of the paper.  

c) Are there two or more minor headings under each major heading?

You cannot have a 1 without a 2, and A without a B, etc.  In other words, you need to see if there are any subheadings at any level that are isolated or singular and add at least one additional subheading.
d) Is the order of the subheadings what you want?  

Last, one final item to consider.  Look at the outline to make sure that the order is something close to what you want to write about.  

5.  You should change the outline as you find new information.  

Even after the due date for the outline, you may find new information, additional papers on your topic, or other sources that add to the existing material that you have.  Using the outline, you can easily place this material in the proper position with the information that you already have.  You may even find that a minor point should now be promoted to a more prominent position, or that a previous area can be moved to improve the flow of the paper.  This is where the use of a computer makes revisions easy and fast.  Remember, you wrote the outline to help in the big job of writing the paper.  It can change up until the time that the final draft is completed.  You will eventually staple your final outline to the final draft of your research paper and turn in for grading. Many of the readers use the outline to help them understand the organization and purpose of your research paper. Therefore, it should reflect the final draft of your paper.
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