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Evolving A Working Outline 

 

 While you fill out note cards, you learn more and more about your topic. You 

discover not just facts but ways your topic can subdivide into lesser but still 

major sections. You don't want to wait until you've finished taking all of your 

notes to use this new knowledge. You m to develop an outline early and keep 

revising and expanding it as find new sources. This working outline will also 

help direct your search-as your paper takes shape, you may find gaps that you 

need to fill. By knowing that these gaps exist before you pick up the next 

source, you are ready to look for just the information you need. In other words, 

you need to work back forth between note-taking and developing an outline-one 

will influence the other. Let's look at how an outline might evolve on the topic 

of mountain climbing. Soon after you begin your research, you might have this 

short outline:  

 

WORKING THESIS: The safety precautions of early climbers were more 

dangerous than safe.  

MAJOR TOPIC: Climbing equipment was dangerous  

MAJOR TOPIC: Climbing techniques were dangerous  

Don't worry about following the format of a formal outline. Just pause 

occasionally while you're doing your research and jot down something informal.  

Later, as you find more facts about early mountaineering, you begin to fill out 

some of the support. Here's a more expanded outline:  
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WORKING THESIS: The safety precautions of early climbers were more 

dangerous than safe  

MAJOR TOPIC: Climbing equipment was dangerous  

SUPPORT TOPIC: Ropes had low breaking strength  

SPECIFIC SUPPORT: Matterhorn incident Comment from Whymper about his 

ropes  

SPECIFIC SUPPORT: SUPPORT TOPIC: Boots were poorly designed 

SPECIFIC SUPPORT: (need some facts here)  

SUPPORT TOPIC: Ice axes were too long 1979 lab test by Mountaineering 

Research Associates  

MAJOR TOPIC: Climbing techniques were dangerous  

SUPPORT TOPIC: Poor rope management  

SPECIFIC SUPPORT: Failure to anchor belays properly  

 

 

SUPPORT TOPIC: Refusal to climb as a team 

SPECIFIC SUPPORT: (need more facts here)   

That working outline-still incomplete, of course-is based on te following modul, 

which may be useful for the paper you're writine:  

INTRODUCTION 

 MAJOR TOPIC  

SUPPORT TOPIC  
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SUPPORT TOPIC  

MAJOR TOPIC  

SUPPORT TOPIC  

CONCLUSION  

Use this model as a guide. Of course you don't need exactly two major topics 

with two support topics for each one. And your paper may be much longer or 

much shorter than this one. Still, the model here 1s fairly standard and may be a 

good guide for the shape you want your paper to work toward as you're going 

through the research process 

 Formal Outline 

 Sometimes your instructor will want you to submit a formal outline with your 

research paper. Here are two kinds: a summary outline that presents only the 

major sections of a paper and a detailed outline that presents all of the support.  

 

SUMMARY OUTLINE  

For a summary outline, give only the thesis statement and the maior topics in 

your paper:  

THESIS STATEMENT: The "safety" precautions of early climbers were unsafe 

MAJOR TOPIC: Climbing equipment was dangerous  

MAJOR TOPIC: Climbing techniques were dangerous 

 DETAILED OUTLINE A detailed outline presents all of your support. The 

following sample shows the first major topic for the paper on early climbing 

"safety."  
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THESIS STATEMENT: The "safety" precautions of early climbers were unsafe 

I. Climbing equipment was dangerous A. Ropes had low breaking strength 1. 

Matterhorn incident 2. Comment from Whymper on his ropes  

B. Boots were poorly designed 1. Hobnails slippery on steep slopes 2. Boot 

bottoms slippery on wet surfaces  

C. Ice axes were too long 1. 1979 lab test by Mountaineering Research 

Associates shows short axes are not as unwieldy 

 you may remember from other sources that you shouldn't give a 1 without a II, 

an A without a B. or a I without a 2. That's a good rule except when you're 

down to the support items a single good item may well be sufficient. your 

outline.  

 


