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BUILDING AN OUTLINE

Construction of the Thesis Project
INTRODUCTION
What is an outline? It is a roadmap, a master plan, a guide, an overview of the research paper.  We deal with outlines all the time – meeting agendas, tables of contents, even to-do lists are all forms of outlines.  Their purpose is to give us an overview of what needs to be accomplished or what we want to achieve with a specific project.  Outlines prioritize and organize our information or tasks. The goal of an outline is to accomplish that task – or present information – in the most efficient, logical manner possible.

The outline is a flexible tool. It is changed, rearranged, and modified as you determine the best way to reach your goal or accomplish your objective. It is a means of keeping thoughts organized, creating a logical flow, and making sure all important points/thoughts/arguments are included in the resulting product. Outlines can be modified, rearranged, and expanded as more information becomes available and more tasks are identified. The flexibility of an outline is its most important characteristic.

Why use an Outline?
Without an outline, you run the risk of going off track, forgetting to include important points, stalling out because you don’t know where to go next and generally confusing yourself and the reader. The more thorough the outline, the better the paper will be. It’s not uncommon, in the midst of a research project, to realize you need to alter direction.  This may entail additional research or reorganization of how the research is presented.  This kind of mid-stream shift is far easier in outline form; most of us, once we start writing, tend to regard our prose as carved in stone.  Cutting and pasting an outline is far easier than cutting and pasting our written words.
A detailed outline will make the writing process move along at a much faster pace.  The more detailed the outline, the faster the writing. Generally speaking, you should spend as much time outlining your research as you do writing the actual paper. As a rule of thumb, a one-page outline equates to approximately five pages of text. 
Building the Outline for a Research Paper or Thesis
Think of the outline as the master plan.  If you were to build a house, you would start with location (research topic) and decide what kind of house you want to build (the research question or argument, or purpose).  Having decided what kind of house to build - say a single-family residence – you then have to decide how you want it to look (format) and how many and what kind of rooms you want (the topical research areas that will support your argument or answer the research question).  
Finally, you have to decide how those rooms (research areas) relate to one another to provide the most logical flow for what you wish to accomplish (creating a house you want to live in). To do this, you will probably conduct some initial research.  For the house project, this may entail visiting other houses, looking at pictures, talking with architects.  For a research project, this will entail a literature review: you need to review what information has already been published to get an idea of what you will be able to accomplish.
Outlining Basics
So you start with a “rough” outline. Outlines use a standard format – roman numerals (I, II, III, etc.) for each major area of the research project.  Under each major heading are subheads (A, B, C, etc.) or sub-categories.  Under each of these are additional sub-categories (1, 2, 3), followed by yet more subcategories (a, b, c, etc.).  As the outline grows and becomes more detailed, the subcategories are labeled i, ii, iii, etc.

The outline for a thesis follows a specific pattern. The basic headings are:
I. Introduction 
A. Overview/problem statement

B. Statement of thesis or research question

C. Principle arguments in support of thesis statement

D. Structure/summary of methodology used

II. Supporting information

A. Background

B. Literature Review

C. Methodology (full explanation)

III. Argument

IV. Evidence

V. Analysis 

VI. Conclusion

A. Recap of thesis statement and supporting arguments and evidence

B. Recommendations/implementation challenges

C. Future research/next steps

A thesis must include specific elements: a research question, problem statement, or thesis; literature review; description of methodology (how the research was conducted); presentation of research; analysis of research; findings; and recommendations. Each of these may represent a chapter or may be included in a chapter with another topic.  For example, if there is not an extensive body of published literature in your field, the literature review may fall into the introduction. Depending on the research methodology, this section may warrant its own chapter or may be folded into the introduction. Analysis of research might be combined with findings. The research methodology will dictate how chapters three through five are organized, but keep in mind that these three (or four) chapters constitute the body of the thesis and must – in whatever order – offer the argument, evidence, analysis, and problem/solution.
Integrating the Outline and the Research
With a basic outline in hand, it’s time to start reading. Much of what you read at this point will probably end up in your literature review. At this stage in the research, you don’t want to restrict yourself – research far and wide, but always bring it back to the outline. 
Each time you find a new idea, place it in your outline.  Move ideas around as you need to. Add subcategories as new lines of thought open up. Put down as many words as you need to remember and locate the information once you start writing – an overly-cryptic outline will send you scrambling, mid-writing, to figure out what you were thinking two months ago. Make note of specific quotes and sources. In other words, use the outline to flesh out your project.  If you come up with a particularly apt way of stating something, a beautifully phrased observation, write it into the outline. This process of identifying where you want to use specific sources and phrases has an added advantage: it will help you avoid repetition when you finally start writing.
Depending on the type of research you are conducting, you may want to set up a research outline for each of your major headings – a series of smaller outlines can sometimes feel less overwhelming than one large outline.

If you are going to conduct your own research – i.e., conduct a survey or analysis of raw data – this stage of the project takes a slightly different turn. You will be reading published sources from two perspectives: “what does this tell me about the problem” and “how can I use that information to create my own research instrument?” For this reason, you may want to maintain parallel outlines; one for the secondary research (theoretical and factual underpinnings) and one for your methodology (how you will conduct the primary research). Knowing what facts have already been established will help in pinning down the type of questions you want to ask your interview subjects or what you want to look for in the raw data. Outlining your approach to the primary research also gives you a place to note support for your methodology.
Documenting Your Sources
As a companion piece to the outline, you should be building the bibliography (if this were a house, you would be compiling a list of sources, materials, and sub-contractors). Each time you find something useful, add that source to your bibliography. Note the source in the outline – a simple author (year) reference will remind you that there is a particular source you want to cite in a particular place.
In the case of personal interviews for background information or general information, make a note of date and location of each interview and the name/rank of the interviewee. Specify where you may want to use that interview to support your argument(s)
Refining the Outline
After months of research, you’ve exhausted all your sources and incorporated every possible idea. There’s just one problem: your outline is thirty pages long. That house you’ve created is now twice as big as you initially envisioned and the budget has tripled. 

Now is the time to get realistic. Once you start construction (writing), it will be much harder – if not impossible – to scale this project back  It will also be harder to rearrange your “rooms” for a more logical and efficient flow.

Go back to your outline, and look at it as a whole. Read it through several times. Make sure the outline establishes the order of and relationship between the main points and clarifies the relationship between the major and minor points. Think about where you may need to make some cuts to produce a cleaner, more efficient product. The goal now is to pare it down to exactly what you need to make your argument or answer your research question.  
· Do the sections follow a logic that will make the written product flow?
· Have all major points been included?

· Is the relationship between major and minor points clear? 
· Have you included the right information to persuade the reader? 
· What can you cut and what more do you need? 
· What information should go into an appendix, rather than bogging-down the text? 
· Which details can be placed in explanatory footnotes to avoid going off on a tangent?
WHEN TO START WRITING
You’ve completed your research and revised your outline. Ideally, you should be able to look at that outline and envision the completed paper.  All of your research is on hand and organized and your bibliography is complete. The idea of sitting down to write no longer fills you with dread, because you have a detailed plan and know exactly what you are going to write and in what order.
This does not, by the way, mean that you have to write in a linear fashion. You may want to start with chapter three, move through your research and conclusion, and then come back to your introduction and literature review. Writing the introduction last is often the most effective approach, since the introduction summarizes, for the reader, what the paper is going to present.  
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