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Outlines for Essays
 CLASSROOM PRACTICE EXERCISE

Using an Outline to Organize Ideas before Writing
Most of us write better with a plan. One way to organize our ideas better for more effective essays is to make a list of all our ideas before we begin to compose our essays. Suppose we want to compare two restaurants: a fancy, expensive restaurant, and a casual, cheaper alternative.

We start with a list of all our ideas:
	Le Restaurant Très Cher 
	
	Everybody Eats!

	—dress is formal
	
	—informal dress

	—men in jackets, women in dresses
	
	—scuffed walls and plastic plants

	—interior decorating is elegant
	
	—adventurous dishes from many countries

	—linen tablecloths and matched silverware
	
	—tortillas, ribs, dim sum

	—statues, fountain, fresh flowers
	
	—whole family can eat for fifty dollars

	—traditional American restaurant menu
	
	—spicy curries and ethnic sauces

	— dishes are simple, familiar, and bland
	
	—one price includes salad and beverage

	—shrimp cocktail, onion soup
	
	—paper placemats with ads on them

	—dining is expensive for just a couple
	
	—everybody wears jeans or shorts

	—side dishes, salads, appetizers extra
	
	—not much attention is paid to decorating

	
	
	


When we have collected our ideas, we need to organize them:

For every item in the Très Cher list above, there is a corresponding item of the same type in the Everybody Eats list. Using abbreviations if you need to, fill the blanks below with the appropriate idea about Everybody Eats!
	Le Restaurant Très Cher 
	
	Everybody Eats!

	dress is formal
	
	

	men in jackets, women in dresses
	
	

	interior decorating is elegant
	
	

	linen tablecloths and matched silverware
	
	

	statues, fountain, fresh flowers
	
	

	traditional American restaurant menu
	
	

	dishes are simple, familiar, and bland
	
	

	shrimp cocktail, onion soup
	
	

	dining is expensive for just a couple
	
	

	side dishes, salads, appetizers extra
	
	

	
	
	


Outlines for Essays
 (continued)
Once we’ve started organizing, the next thing we recognize about our ideas is that they naturally divide into categories. Some ideas are broad and general; others are narrow and specific. Usually, when they’re properly organized, our narrow and specific ideas turn out to be details that describe or illustrate our general ideas.

	Le Restaurant Très Cher 
	
	Everybody Eats!

	Formal dress
	
	Informal dress

	—men in jackets, women in dresses
	
	—everybody wears jeans or shorts

	Elegant decor
	
	Casual decor

	—linen tablecloths and matched silverware
	
	—paper placemats with ads on them

	—statues, fountain, fresh flowers
	
	—scuffed walls and plastic plants

	Traditional domestic menu
	
	Adventurous international menu

	—dishes are simple, familiar, and bland
	
	—spicy curries and ethnic sauces

	—shrimp cocktail, onion soup
	
	—tortillas, ribs, dim sum

	Dining is expensive
	
	Eating is cheap

	—side dishes, salads, appetizers extra
	
	—one price includes salad and beverage

	—average price for just a couple $100
	
	—whole family can eat for fifty dollars

	
	
	


Notice that the language of our ideas begins to change as we continue to organize our thoughts. When we recognize the categories our ideas belong in, we settle on words like “dress,” and “décor,” and the contrast between domestic and international to describe the menus. 

Turning our “outline” into paragraphs:
Our organized lists aren’t an essay yet, but they do provide us with a helpful outline we could follow to compare the two restaurants in an orderly way. 

	Dining at Le Restaurant Très Cher is a delightful experience, if you like a formal atmosphere. Men are required to wear jackets here, and ladies always choose stylish dresses. The décor is elegant too, with statues and even a working fountain. The tables are set with fresh flowers and spotless linen tablecloths. The menu has all the familiar items you expect at a fancy place: shrimp cocktails, onion soup, steaks and chicken prepared simply. This formal dining experience is not cheap. Appetizers and salads cost extra, and you will probably pay $100 for yourself and a date.


	For a very different kind of meal, you might take the family to Everybody Eats! 
(Following the sequence of the Everybody Eats outline, use a separate sheet to convert the ideas into a good, smooth paragraph.)


Dress



—Details

Décor


—Details

Menu



—Details

Expense


—Details

	
	


Outlines for Essays
 (continued)
The paragraphs we’ve produced so far organize our ideas in what is called “Block Organization” style. One full paragraph is devoted to all our ideas about Le Restaurant Très Cher; the other follows the same sequence of ideas to describe Everybody Eats! 

Using block organization, we use only one transition sentence or phrase to let our readers know we’re going to compare or contrast one restaurant with another. In this case, that phrase is: “For a very different kind of meal . . .”
We could just as easily make our comparisons one point at a time, and combine all our ideas into one long paragraph that goes back and forth between the two restaurants, describing each of the main ideas in pairs. Using this method, we’ll need several transitions, as you’ll see below.

Dining at Le Restaurant Très Cher is a delightful experience, if you like a formal atmosphere. But you can enjoy yourself just as much at Everybody Eats!, if you don’t feel like dressing up. Men are required to wear jackets at Très Cher, and ladies always choose stylish dresses. Meanwhile, at Eats!, most of the diners come in jeans or shorts, depending on the weather. While the elegant décor at Très Cher includes statues, a working fountain, and tables set with fresh flowers and spotless linens, you’ll find paper placemats on the tables at Everybody Eats!, with ads for local businesses. 
The biggest difference between the two restaurants is the food. All the traditional dishes are at Très Cher, well but blandly prepared; however, for adventurous diners, Everybody Eats! offers spicy curries, dim sum, tortillas, and specialties from many countries. The international experience is cheaper too; instead of paying $100 for you and your date at Très Cher, you can feed your whole family for $50 at Everybody Eats! 
Notice the language has changed again. Every step of the writing process requires us to look at our material again to decide what’s essential and what isn’t. Sometimes, we need more details to develop a paragraph. But here, where we’re combining two paragraphs into just one, we eliminate unnecessary details to achieve brief, clear sentences.

Now that we have chosen a method of organization, we can finish the job of turning our comparison of two restaurants into a real essay, by giving readers a reason to consider the advantages and drawbacks of both restaurants.
For that, we need a good introduction and a conclusion that persuade our readers to examine their own opinions and agree or disagree with us about ours. 
Outlines for Essays
 (continued)
Now, let’s look at the completed essay, in which we use the contrasts between the two restaurants to make a persuasive argument that both are good, but for different reasons.
I recently tried two new restaurants in town and enjoyed myself completely both times. They’re both run by local chefs who want to make their customers to be satisfied and come back often. Furthermore, they serve excellent food at reasonable prices for what they offer. I can recommend both restaurants to you, but for very different occasions.
Dining at Le Restaurant Très Cher is a delightful experience for a special celebration or a romantic first date. Your date will appreciate that men are required to wear jackets, and she can show off her stylish new dress. Even men will feel romantic in the elegant dining room with its statues, fresh flowers, and spotless linens. You’ll avoid unpleasant surprises by choosing classic dishes prepared simply and beautifully by a classically-trained chef. The prices are what you would expect for a fine dining experience. Expect to pay $100 for yourself and your date.
For a fun and casual night out with the family, though, it’s hard to beat Everybody Eats! Don’t worry about dressing up: you’re welcome in jeans and shorts. The décor isn’t special—in fact, your paper placemat has ads from local businesses—but the place is clean and friendly. And the food is outrageous! Everybody in the family can find a specialty from a different country: dim sum, ribs, spicy curries, startling sauces, all prepared by an internationally experienced chef. Plus, you can eat here on a budget. Most families of four can eat well for just $50.

We are truly lucky to have two very different restaurants in our town, both of such high quality. Whether you want to take the kids out cheap for a unique sample of the world’s best dishes, or you want to impress your new sweetheart with a fine dining experience, you don’t have to travel far. Just stroll downtown and take your pick of Everybody Eats! or Le Restaurant Très Cher. Either way, you won’t go wrong.
Notice again the language has changed. In the body paragraphs, our language is more persuasive. Instead of just naming differences between the restaurants, we provide value judgments. We’re trying to persuade our readers that both restaurants are good, but for different occasions. 
We send that same message in our introduction and conclusion too.

The introduction and conclusion provide our Comparisons, while the body paragraphs do the job of showing Contrasts between the restaurants.
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