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How to Write an Outline 

Task: Write a 1-2 page outline for your paper (double-spaced). State the prompt you are addressing at 

the top. Submit these via e-mail, as a Word or PDF file.  

What an Outline Should Look Like  

The general idea: 

- Mention only the central points in the paper, without in-depth explanation. 

- Each new idea gets its own bullet point. 

- The structure of the outline makes clear the structure of your argument. Indenting can help: 

you can make clear what points are new points vs. explanations or justifications for main points. 

- The goal: a structured skeleton of your paper. This should help you detect gaps in your 

argument, remember to include all important elements in your paper, and keep track of what the 

central points are so that they don’t get obscured by explanation and asides. 

- Your outlines should be 1 or 2 pages long (double-spaced). 

The points in italics do not need to be replaced in the outline you hand in (e.g. you don’t need to actually 

summarize your argument in the outline); they are there just to remind you that you need to include 

expansions on those points in your final paper. 

Your outline does not need to look exactly like this: e.g. maybe you want to consider objections only to 

your premises, and once you have defended those there isn’t an additional objection to the view that you 

want to consider; or maybe you are not giving an argument, but a few different considerations where 

each consideration on its own supports the view. You can adapt the structure below accordingly. 

1. Introduction 

a. The question that drives the paper (i.e. the prompt you are addressing)  

b. Justification for question: a couple of points on why this question is interesting and 

important 

c. Thesis: The position that the paper will take on the question 

d. Paragraph summarizing the argument you will give  

2. Central part of the paper: the argument for your view 

a. Premise 1 in the argument for your view  

i. Clarification/explanation of the premise: statement of definitions of key 

technical terms you will use. 

ii. Justification for premise 1 

1. Your own points 

2. Points from other philosophers (with attribution) 

iii. Objection to premise 1  

iv. Response to objection 

v. Transition to next point 

b. Premise 2 in the argument for your view  

i. Clarification/explanation of the premise: statement of definitions of key 

technical terms you will use. 

ii. Justification for premise 2 

1. Your own points 

2. Points from other philosophers (with attribution) 
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iii. Objection to premise 1  

iv. Response to objection 

v. Transition to next point 

c. Repeat for all the premises in your argument 

d. Explanation of how all your points together support your conclusion 

e. Restatement of your thesis 

3. Objection(s) and replies  

a. Objection to your thesis (your own or from someone we read; if the latter, attribute) 

b. Your response to the objection you identified (your own or from someone we read; if the 

latter, attribute) 

c. Repeat if you want to consider more than one objection 

4. Conclusion 

a. Restatement of your position 

b. Brief restatement of your argument for your position 

How to write an outline 

1. Brainstorm some ideas: what considerations in favor/against different answers to the question 

can you think of? Helpful things to do: 

a. Talk with others 

b. Think back to reading and class discussion 

c. Check notes from class discussion 

2. Take a position: given your brainstorming, which position are you going to take? 

a. It is very normal to be unsure! You don’t have to argue for a view you are confident on. 

You just need to have a clearly stated view and an argument for it. 

b. Identify potential weaknesses to this position. These will help you come up with 

objections to the view and to arguments supporting the view. 

3. Brainstorm arguments for that position. Helpful things to do are the same as in point 1. 

4. Pick the strongest argument for that position and state the argument in clear terms (numbered 

premise form might be helpful) 

5. Identify and select potential objections: 

a. To the premises/reasons for your thesis 

b. To the view itself. 

6. Sketch responses to these objections. 

7. Fill in/structure an outline. 

Rubric 

A 

Gives evidence that the final paper will meet the following: Fully answers the question in a concise and 

convincing manner. Provides a strong argument, with a clearly stated, relevant thesis, a transparent 

argument structure, and compelling premises. Considers objections and makes a persuasive effort to 

address them. Writes clearly, in plain language, and uses terminology in a precise manner. Shows 

insight by going beyond views or objections discussed in class. 

And: the outline is clearly structured, making transparent the structure of the paper. Each bullet point 

makes one important point, there is enough justification to make clear what the arguments will be. 
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There are no big blocks of text, and it is entirely clear what the thesis and argument are, and what is an 

objection and what is in the author’s voice. 

B 

Gives evidence that the final paper will meet the following, but not the criteria for an A: Answers most 

of the question. Provides a solid argument, with a clear thesis, mostly transparent argument structure, 

and relevant premises, though the argument may have some significant gaps. Displays understanding of 

the topic by considering other views, though perhaps without articulating points independently or while 

showing confusion about some significant interpretative point. Writes mostly in a clear manner, though 

there might be inaccuracies that compromise the points made. 

Or: the outline is mostly clearly structured, making transparent the structure of the paper. Some bullet 

points might make irrelevant points or lack justification. There may be some big blocks of text, or it is 

not entirely clear what the thesis and argument are, or what is an objection and what is in the author’s 

voice. There may be some inaccuracies in the use of terminology. 

C 

More-or-less off-topic and unclear. Fails to provide an argument and shows significant confusion about 

major interpretative points. Or: the outline obscures the structure of the paper, or is basically a block of 

text (perhaps split into seemingly arbitrary bullet points). 

D and below: scarce evidence of effort or understanding along all dimensions.  

F: dishonest work. 

 


