
email: libenqs@soton.ac.uk 
www.library.soton.ac.uk 

July 2017 

Writing 
Skills 

	

  Outlining 

 
An Outline is an organised list of major and minor points used to map out the structure of 
an essay. They are the list from which we will turn our thoughts into sentences, 
paragraphs, and full essays.  
 
How to do it 
There are many options for an outline, so make it work for you! Some people like to have 
each line in an outline as a short phrase, but others like whole sentences or quotations. 
Here is the basic idea in a half-finished outline: 
 

Topic: Zombie Apocalypse Safety Procedure Critique  
Research Question: Why are there no bicycles in use for a zombie apocalypse?  

 
I. Introduction  

a. Hook: Where are the bikes? 
b. Thesis statement: The absence of bicycles in zombie apocalypse films is 

more than just plot contrivance--it is a conspiracy.  
c. Essay structure sentence: To understand this limitation, we will first 

discuss the literature, then the merits of bicycle function, and new 
understandings behind the anti-bicycle apocalypse.  

II. Background: Films: The Road, 28 Days Later, Mad Max 
III. Main Point 1: The Road 

a. Evidence: No bikes in The Road! C’mon Viggo… 
b. Analysis: Auto industry funds movie production! 
c. Transition: Same as in Mad Max.  

IV. Main Point 2: Mad Max 
a. First idea 
b. Second idea 

V. Main Point 3: Oil! 
a. First idea 
b. Second idea 

VI. Conclusion 
a. Conspiracy 

 
 
Tips 
The outline can come at really any point in your writing process. Maybe you want to begin 
with a list of ideas like this and fill it in as you research. Maybe you want to form your 
thesis after doing a lot of research. Maybe you write a simple draft first and then do a 
reverse outline from that. Remember this: your outline is something you want to revisit; it 
is a guide for your work, yes, but also something you can reshape as your work 
progresses. That’s called a recursive system. It’s smart. Be smart and use it. 


