Outline Your Writing Habit

        Writing habits vary from students. Some students start with the body paragraphs and write the introduction after they have completed the entire paper. Some could only write good essays provided that they lock themselves in their bedrooms the whole night. Some might even find working at midnight allows them to generate better and more thoughtful ideas for their papers. Different habits that they have adapted to shape their writing style. I myself have a habit of constructing an outline, a detailed outline, before I begin my papers. I have been doing this since I was taught how to write essays. An outline is a way of idea listing made before students write their essays, working as a guideline. An outline could be as simple as a short list of what to write in a paper. Or it could also be a detailed list which includes the thesis statement, the topic sentences for each paragraph, specific quotes, and even a hook that arouses others interest to read. I have gained uncountable amount of benefits from this habit of mine. It has even nurtured me to be a better writer. Being an English tutor, I strongly encourage my tutees to outline before they write. In my essay, I would like to take into the account what an outline really is and why it is so beneficial. I would also provide tutors with strategies that they can use so as to help tutees to outline.

        Outlines can be divided into two big categories: mind maps and point-form outline. Mind maps are more often used at the stage of brainstorming. By relating “bubbles” or “boxes” of ideas, students can be able to categorize different ideas into different body paragraphs. Students always generate lots of fantastic ideas in their heads after they have received the essay topic. However, not every idea is useful and appropriate. Some of them might have overlapped and some might not relate to they are asked to write. Creating a mind map allows them to have all of their ideas appeared on a piece of paper. Through crossing out repeating and inappropriate points, they could then have a clear sense of what points are suitable to compose in their papers. They are enabled to determine what ideas are combinable and whether their points directly reflect the thesis statement as well.

Students who are not familiar with mind maps still have an alternative, which is point-form outline. This type of outlining requires students to think more systematically starting from the first step, the introduction. After drafting the thesis statement in the introduction and even a hook to grasp readers’ attention, students would then move on to the first paragraph, listing what ideas fit in and what do not. Including suitable quotes found and the topic sentence in the list would definitely makes the outline more specific and detailed. By repeating this step for every body paragraph and the conclusion, then an outline is completed. However, outlining is completely different from listing. According to Elyssa Tardiff at Purdue University, an effective outline contains of four components. They are parallelism, coordination, subordination and division. To achieve parallelism, the headings and subheadings in an outline should have a parallel structure. If the first heading starts with a verb, then the second heading should start with a verb as well. For instance, “wash the ingredients” is the first heading. Then the second heading should look like “set oven’s temperature.” Besides parallelism, students have to be aware of the coordination between headings and subheadings as well. All headings should have the same value of significance, so as the subheadings. This is to ensure that every point has a balanced worth. To accomplish subordination, headings should be more general and subheadings should be more specific. For example, subheadings under the heading “immoral acts of Paulina” should be like “killing her husband” and “torturing her mother.” Subheadings should be providing more particular examples to defend the heading. Last but not least, we should see divisions in a useful outline. Every heading should be divided into several subheadings or points. It is to make sure sufficient examples are taken in account to support the main idea.

Other than containing parallelism, coordination, subordination and division in an outline, students could proofread their outlines by paying attention to whether the outline is clear, concise and comprehensive. If it is clear, that means you have made a well structured essay with every argument demonstrated clearly with an appropriate reflection to the thesis statement. If it is concise, that means every piece of evidence you have chosen are suitable and sufficient in supporting your opinion. If it is comprehensive, that means you have already addressed all the questions assigned to you by your instructor. If these three Cs are achieved, then it is a successful outline which is capable to guide you through your writing process.

        Teaching tutees how to outline is much more challenging than explaining it in black and white. The greatest obstacle is that they do not believe in the power of an outline. All tutees of mine do not have a habit of making outlines before they write. They haven’t tried it and refuse to try as they think an outline would not help them improve. Another problem is that they do not see how important the structure of an essay is. Therefore, they rely more on making drafts. However, there is a weakness in this pre-writing stage: plenty of corrections and amendments are needed to be made so as to transform these drafts into a well-structured and appropriate essay. Students sometimes even free write in their drafts. Free writing only helps students brainstorm ideas. If students want to construct a strong paper with suitable and specific ideas to their point of views, a revolutionary move is to start a paper with a plan, which is an outline.

“We believe that assisting others is best achieved in an in formed practice that blends experience, theory, and reflection” (Murphy and Sherwood 24). One of the best ways to start with is introducing the tutors’ own experience in outlining. Tutors can share with their tutees their experience or habits of outlining. Having a real example of how outlines benefit an essay, tutees would become more willing to try it out by themselves. Then tutors could demonstrate in front of them different types of outlines through examples. Tutors could use the upcoming essay topic or the past graded essay of the tutees as example. Drawing before their eyes how a mind map and a point-form outline works will help them digest better. They can also rely on what you just draw for future reference. I also encourage tutors not to only give theories to their tutees, but real practices. Tutors can select an excerpt or an essay that their tutees have never read and ask them to draw a mind map or a point-form outline of it. Through this experience, tutees will first learn how to deconstruct an essay. Tutors can assist them by asking leading questions such as how you would describe the structure of the essay. More than simply introducing different types of outline, tutors can also points out to them how a good and concrete structure is enhanced by an outline, why their essays are not well balanced, and even why a certain idea should not be used. An outline would certainly open up more space for discussion between a tutor and a tutee. The tutees could then also have a better sense of how different parts of the essay should be amended. Yet, above all strategies, encouragements to the tutees are absolutely helpful, especially to those who have never outlined before. Tutors should understand different students have different writing habits. Some might like to have a short outline but some might think a detailed one better suits them. No forces should be used. Encourage them to apply different outlining methods so as to determine which one they can control best. This will encourage them to make more attempts before giving up and forgoing a chance to achieve greater success and English writing.

Learning how to outline is a process which requires continuous training and practice. It is understandable that students might find outlining unsuitable to them. And this is what makes the tutoring process so difficult and challenging for tutors. However, I believe it is our obligation to introduce to our tutees different ways of improving their essay writing. We have the responsibility to overcome the challenge so as to allow our tutees to absorb as much useful strategies as they can.
