
Most importantly, avoid this pitfall: write your outline FIRST, and the essay afterward. In the past, students have often confessed to me that they have written their outlines after they wrote their paper. Again, their lack of planning always shows in the results.  
Before you attempt an outline, gather background information, read it, decide what your main point will be, write your thesis statement, brainstorm on points that will support it, then organize all of this into an outline.
Your thesis will be your guide. Make sure that all of your support directly supports your thesis statement. Most thesis statements should involve an argument of some kind that you are proving. 
There are two general categories of outlines: informal and formal. We've all made informal outlines before, which are essentially lists to remind ourselves of something, whether it be a grocery list or points you want to include on an essay exam. Most of the outlines that you will have to do for school fall in the latter category, formal. Within that category, there are two types of outlines: topic and sentence.
A topic outline consists of words and phrases. "High blood pressure, dizziness, nausea" are a listing of words that you might include under the phrase heading "Symptoms of possible cardiac disease." Generally, it is preferable to use phrases so that the person reviewing your outline clearly understands both the direction and content of your paper. Single word headings should only be used when their meaning is obvious to the reviewer, as in the example above where I was listing hypothetical symptoms.
A sentence outline consists of complete sentences. Your WR book says to use sentences unless phrases are clear. Actually, you need to check with each instructor who asks you to do an outline because instructors will usually have a preference as to whether you should submit a topic or sentence outline. If they don't specify, you should ask. I highly recommend sentence outlines, because they help you to focus clearly on your points that support your thesis statement, which are usually the topics of each body paragraph. Just write out three or four sentences that make three or four main points that support your thesis. Then, build the body of your essay around them. Try it. You'll see the difference.
Here are some other points you may find helpful as you write:
· Use phrases as you are writing a topic outline. 

· Do not mix phrases and sentences unless their use follows parallel structure. 

· You've probably heard this rule since high school, but here it is again. If you have an A, you must have a B. If you have a 1, you must have a 2. You must always have two subdivisions in each level. 

· Capitalize the first word of each heading only. Do not capitalize any other words in the heading unless they are words that would normally be capitalized. 

· Don't place a period at the end of each heading unless it is a sentence. 

· Use the outlining system found at the bottom of WR 10. 

I. Roman numerals are the first level heading.
A. Capital letters are the second level heading.
1. Arabic numerals are the third level heading.
a. Lowercase letters are the fourth level heading.
Your outline should include some third level headings. Unless you include detail at the third level, your outline is not specific enough for me to envision what your paper would look like if you actually had to write it.


Sample Outline
I. Misty
A. Physical appearance
1. Dark stripe down back, like a skunk in reverse
2. Erect ears without cropping
3. Full beard and muzzle
4. Coarse texture to coat
B. Personality
1. Natural burglar alarm
2. Mischievous and brash, but loving
3. Saintly with our son
C. History
1. Extended puppyhood; our first "child"
2. Destructive as a puppy
a. Ate hole in wallpaper
b. Chewed wooden clothes hamper
3. Well-traveled dog
II. Ashley
A. Physical appearance
1. Silver back with white underbelly
2. Floppy ears
3. Scanty muzzle
4. Fine, silky texture to coat
B. Personality
1. Follower, not instigator
2. Gentle soul, easily cowed
3. Not receptive to preschooler's attention
C. History
1. Misty's jealousy
2.Abbreviated puppyhood
3. Reluctant traveler
 



**Note: the actual outline reflects ideas that will make a complete essay, and it does not just use the categories that I came up with on the tree diagram.
______________________________________________________
Sample Outline Errors

What appears below is a bad outline.  I have identified the problems in red after each heading. 

I. Thesis: Even though parents are often placated with the saying "it’s just a stage," they are not told that raising children is a succession of stages in which the child’s behavior is guaranteed to drive them crazy. Thesis should not be a numbered part of your outline--all the other Roman numerals would need to be adjusted.
II. Infant behavior. no period at the end
A. Sleeping
1. Won’t sleep through night. Since I have a 1, I need a 2.
B. Crying
III. Toddler Behavior. no period at the end
A. Tantrums
B. Drive for independence
1. Children want to do everything themselves even before they have mastered that particular skill, regardless of long how it takes. Since I have a 1, I need a 2. Also this is a sentence.
C. Delayed potty training
D. Meal time becomes a battleground. This is a sentence; phrases and sentences shouldn't be mixed on the same level.
1. Often refuses to eat
2. Inappropriate table manners
a) throws food First word in a heading needs to be capitalized. The level should be designated with a.
b) smears food First word in a heading needs to be capitalized. The level should be designated with b.
IV. preschool behavior First word in a heading needs to be capitalized.
A. Inappropriate behavior with peers persists. This is a sentence; phrases and sentences shouldn't be mixed on the same level.
B. Insists on telling the truth. no period at the end
C. Barney/Sesame Street obsession. no period at the end
 
