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Writing Papers in Psychology

Organizing your thoughts and making an Outline

Organizing your thoughts

The RESEARCH REPORT doesn’t require a gross outline because its formal structure already provides a framework for the report (see Mini Lesson for details about the RESEARCH REPORT)

However, within the RESEARCH REPORT Introduction and Discussion sections and for TERM PAPERS, you will want to create an outline to organize your thoughts before writing them down.

You have the option of doing a Detailed Sentence Outline or an outline of thoughts and ideas.

To do an outline of any type:

1. Make notes on separate index cards for each major point (for example, the rationale of the study or each background idea that you want to mention) and draw on these notes to write your first draft.

2. Imagine you are sitting across from a friend.  Tell your friend what you found.

3. Or, take a tape recorder for a walk.  Tell it what you found in your research.

Outlining

You are making a “road map” of the ideas and notes that you found in your library search.

If you are having difficulty making an outline, some things you might try:

1. Find an interesting quote to begin.  A quote from one of your sources may help you start your introduction or focus the reader on what you want to say.

2. Ask yourself the reporter’s questions:  who, what, where, when, why

3. Use Compare and Contrast statements as a way of structuring the outline in your mind.  Then pull together specific facts and studies to document and expand on each statement.

Making Ideas Parallel in an Outline

* outline items can be set down in three different forms.  You can make an outline of:
topics


sentences


paragraphs

Pick one form and stick to it throughout the outline.  Do not combine several different forms.  Either full sentences or paragraphs, not both.

Putting ideas in Order

Whether you use topics, sentences or paragraphs:

group your information in descending order from the most general facts or ideas to the most specific details and examples.

(see example of outline)

Convention: in making an outline, there should be 2 or more subtopics under any topic.

Roman Numerals I, II, III

Capitals: A, B, C

Arabic Numerals: 1, 2, 3

Small Letters: a, b, c

Numbers and letter in parenthesis: (1), (2),











(a), (b)

Roman Numbers: outline’s main ideas


Capitals: main divisions of each main idea



Letters & numbers: supporting details and examples

Lapses in logic will surface if you use this system.


Correct them before proceeding.

*******

OUTLINING not only organizes your thoughts but


If you use sentences, the process of outlining will make it easier to start writing.

*** Use codes from the index cards (A26, B312) on the outline


and when you are satisfied with the outline


do the opposite.

In other words, at this point, you can put the outline codes (II. B. 1) on the corresponding index cards.

This way, if the cards get out of order, you always know which one you were planning to cite anywhere in the outline.

Suggestion:


Spread the index cards (notes) out on a table and sort them according to the section of the outline they pertain to.


The discussion and introduction will take shape from your notes and the outline, each component enhancing the other.

After the paper is written, 

use a revised outline to check the paper’s structure.  Ask yourself these questions:

· Is the discussion focused, and do the ideas flow from or build on one another?

· Is there ample development of each idea?

· Are there supporting details for each main idea discussed?

· Are the ideas balanced?

· Is the writing to the point or have I gone off on a tangent?
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