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How to make an outline. 

When a teacher asks you for a formal outline, she or he is requesting 
a document that has very specific formatting rules. Some rules will 
differ according to the kind of project you're working on and any 
specific instructions given to you, but there are a few general rules 
you should be aware of that govern all formal outlines. 

• Items should follow logical order. 
• The higher the heading level, the more general the statement. 
• Every “A” must be accompanied by a “B”. 
• Use either sentences or phrases in your outline, but not both. 
• Sentences are followed by periods; phrases are NOT. 
• Items must be in parallel structure. 
• The outline should be consistent. 

Items should follow logical order. 
First of all, make sure that the content of your outline is logical before 
you start nitpicking on the format. Do the headings make sense in the 
order you have placed them?  Are items that are closely related 
placed together for a more natural flow of ideas? 

The higher the heading level, the more 
general the statement. 
Don’t let this rule confuse you.  All this guideline says is to make your 
subheadings increase in detail with each subsequent level. It’s easier 
to visualize the rule this way: 
I. General statement  
      

A. More detailed statement  
            

1. Even more detailed statement 

Every “A” must be accompanied by a “B”. 
If there is an "A" in your outline, there must be a "B." The same goes 



for "I" and "II," "1" and "2," "i" and "ii," and "a" and "b."  

Use either sentences or phrases in your 
outline, but not both.  
If your first main point is a complete sentence, then let that format 
guide the rest of your main points and subpoints. Sometimes the 
points will be written as phrases or sentences, but usually the choice 
is left up to you. If you want your work to look professional, make sure 
you choose to write in either sentences or phrases and then stick to 
it.  Sentences are followed by periods; phrases are NOT. 

The outline should be consistent. 
Consistency has been a part of each and every rule thus far, but it's 
important enough that I wanted to emphasize it one last time. The 
power of consistency is that it makes your readers comfortable; they 
know what to expect in the formatting so it fades into the background 
and they can focus their attention on the content of your outline. If 
you make an error but make it consistently, sometimes your reader 
won't even notice! It's when you start changing things constantly that 
you call attention to how you are writing instead of what you are 
writing and you divide your reader's attention. 

Final words… 
Remember that there is no “one size fits all” recipe for creating a 
formal outline.  The adjustments you make to your outline will depend 
on the style guide you are using. 



Roman	Numerals	
		

I.													1							 	 	 XI.						 11	

II.											2		 	 	 XII.	 	 12	

III.										3	 	 	 XIII.		 13	

IV.										4		 	 									XIV.	 	 14	

V.												5		 	 										XV.	 	 15	

VI.										6	 	 	 XVI.		 16	

VII.									7	 	 	 XVII.	 17	

VIII.							8	 	 	 XVIII.	 18	

IX.										9		 	 	 XIX.		 19	

X.									10	 	 	 XX.	 	 20	


