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Reverse outline
Take the draft you have and write one sentence per paragraph saying what it actually says. The list is the

argument you actually made, which is rarely the one you meant to.

FOR A DOCUMENT · WRITING CENTRES EVERYWHERE; NO SINGLE AUTHOR · TAKES HALF AN HOUR

HOW TO RUN IT

1. Print the draft, or open it beside a blank

page. Write the point of the whole piece in

one sentence at the top of the blank page.

2. For each paragraph, write one sentence

that says what it says. Not what it is about:

what it claims. If you can’t, the paragraph

doesn’t say anything yet.

3. Number them. Read the list on its own,

without the draft. That is the argument you

actually made.

4. Check the list against the top sentence.

Which paragraphs advance it? Which

repeat one another? Which are there

because you liked them?

5. Mark each one: keep, move, cut. Move the

ones in the wrong order on the list first,

and see whether the argument reads

better before you touch the draft.

6. Fix the draft from the list: cut, reorder, and

write the missing paragraph the list shows

you need.

Where it falls down. Writing what each

paragraph is about rather than what it says,

which makes every paragraph look fine.

WITH A PEN

The point of the whole piece, in one sentence

Paragraph by paragraph: what it says, not what it is about

Number / the claim / keep, move, cut

What the list is missing What appears twice

No single author. It is taught by university writing centres the world over as the first thing to do with a draft

that isn’t working, and it survives because it works: an outline written before the draft says what you

intended, and one written after it says what you did.

On paper, and in the app: www.greggle.app


