
 
 

 
  

Reverse Outlines 
Reverse outlining is a revision and comprehension strategy that helps writers see what their paper 
is actually doing and check whether it aligns with their original goals. When you create a reverse 
outline, you work backward by taking away the supporting details of a draft and focusing only on 
the main ideas of each paragraph.  
 
The result is a condensed, bullet-point version of your paper’s structure. By looking at your 
argument paragraph by paragraph, you can more easily evaluate the paper’s focus, organization, 
and logical structure.  
 
For more revision techniques, check out the Writing Center’s Revision Tips & Strategies guide.  

 

Why use reverse outlining?  
Many writers struggle to diagnose problems in a draft because they are too close to the content. 
Reverse outlining creates distance and allows you to read your work the way another reader might: 
quickly and structurally.  

 
A reverse outline can help you:  

• Determine whether your writing meets its prompt or purpose  
• Check that every paragraph contributes to your main idea 
• Identify where the paper’s organization may confuse readers  
• Spot repetition or unnecessary paragraphs  
• See where you need more evidence, explanation, or analysis  
• Decide whether paragraphs should be combined, split, moved, or cut  

When should you create a reverse outline?  
Reverse outlining works best when you have a complete draft, or at least several body 
paragraphs written. You can also reverse outline a partial draft if you want to check whether 
your argument is developing in a clear and logical direction.  

Creating a Reverse Outline:   
1. Start with a blank document or a separate sheet of paper.  

Keep your draft and your reverse outline separate so you can easily compare them.  
 

2. Work through your draft one paragraph at a time.  
For each paragraph, identify its central point. There are several ways to do this:  
• Use topic sentences.  

If your paragraphs begin with clear topic sentences that summarize their main idea, you can 
copy and paste them into your reverse outline so you can track your argument. For example: 
Social media is a significant contributor to a user’s political awareness. 

• Write one-sentence paragraph summaries.  
Write a sentence for each paragraph that expresses the paragraph’s main idea, focusing on 
argument, not evidence. For example: This paragraph explains why social media algorithms 
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shape users’ political awareness. 
• Identify each paragraph’s subject and function using the two-sentence method.  

For this method, you write two sentences per paragraph in your draft: one sentence describing 
the paragraph’s subject (what it is about) and another sentence describing the paragraph’s 
function (what it does). For example: This paragraph introduces counterarguments to the claim 
that social media influences political awareness. It acknowledges opposing views to 
strengthen the main argument.  

 
3. Number each item in your reverse outline.  

This makes it easier to refer back to specific paragraphs, rearrange ideas, or discuss revisions 
with a peer, instructor, or writing center consultant.  

 

Using your Reverse Outline for Revision  
Once you have a reverse outline created, you can use it to guide your revision process. Ask yourself 
the following questions:  
 
1. Does every paragraph support your main idea? 

Your reverse outline should clearly reflect your paper’s central claim. If you notice paragraphs that 
feel unrelated, new topics appearing too late in the outline, or ideas that pull the paper in a different 
direction, you may need to revise your paragraphs or adjust material that doesn’t support your main 
argument.  
 

2.  Where might a reader get lost?    
Reverse outlines can reveal organizational problems. Look for sudden jumps between ideas, 
paragraphs that seem out of order, and missing connections between major points. Then, try 
reordering paragraphs, adding transitions, or adding new paragraphs to guide readers.  
 

3.  Are you repeating yourself?     
If two or more items in your reverse outline make very similar points, your paper may be redundant. 
Consider combining paragraphs, revising one paragraph to develop a different angle, or cutting 
repetition to strengthen the paper’s clarity and scope.  
 

4. Do any paragraphs try to do too much?     
If one item in your reverse outline is noticeably longer or more complex than the others, that 
paragraph might be overloaded. Splitting it into two or more focused paragraphs can help readers 
follow your reasoning. 
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