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What is a reverse outline?
You might have learned in a composition course in high school or in college about a prewriting technique called outlining. Simply put, an outline is a sketch of how a writer plans to shape their composition before they start writing. Usually a bulleted list with nested details, an outline includes a title and identifies the main idea of the introduction, each body paragraph, and the conclusion. Outlines are wonderful for helping relieve writer’s block and reduce the pressure of a blank page. They can help a writer stay focused and on track, helping them complete a first draft.
If an outline is a pre-writing strategy, then a reverse outline is a revision strategy, used to help a writer better understand the paper they have written after they have completed a full draft. 
How can a reverse outline help me?
One of the hardest things about revising is seeing our hard work with fresh eyes. A reverse outline helps a writer gain critical distance from writing they have become familiar with, helping them analyze and reflect on goals and argument.
A reverse outline helps visualize logic and structure and will help you determine if your paper is consistent and well-organized.
A reverse outline can help identify areas that are underdeveloped or too lengthy.
How do I create a reverse outline?
1. Open your full draft. 
2. Open a blank document. You will construct the reverse outline in this new document.
3. In the new document, write a one-sentence summary of each paragraph that expresses the paragraph’s main idea. Sometimes the paragraph’s topic sentence is perfect. Sometimes you will need to synthesize. 
a. Some writers prefer to add a second sentence that includes the paragraph’s purpose or a major detail!
4. To ensure your reverse outline is clear, make sure to write in complete sentences.
5. Number your paragraphs to ensure your summaries correspond to the source text.
Applying your reverse outline
Once you have constructed the reverse outline, use it to test your draft.
1. Make sure each body paragraph connects directly back to the thesis or main idea in the introduction so your draft stays on topic.
2. If a one-sentence summary is too short, that may be a sign the paragraph is underdeveloped. If a one-sentence summary is too long, they may be a sign the paragraph contains more than one topic and needs to be broken into two paragraphs. 
3. Make sure the logic proceeds in a clear, step-by-step manner. If you notice a gap in logic, that may be a sign the draft’s reasoning contains leaps that may confuse your audience.
4. Check for repetition and redundancy.
An example of reverse outlining
The following example is based off a nursing leadership paper about identifying a key workplace issue and how to address it.
Nursing shortages are occurring across the country alongside increased need for behavioral health services.
One of the primary factors driving psychiatric RN attrition is workplace violence and this paper seeks to explore possibilities for reducing the impact of workplace violence on psychiatric nurses.
The psychiatric setting can be a dangerous place for nurses to work.
Episodes of violence at work can lead to the development of post-traumatic stress disorder, depression, anxiety, and other sequelae that impair nurses’ ability to perform their duties at work.
Significant research has been done into methods for preventing violence in psychiatric treatment settings.
An example of evidence for a divergent viewpoint, Bowers et al (2009) found that higher nurse-to-patient ratios were associated with increased risk of violence across a small group of acute psychiatric facilities in England.
Social support is a protective factor frequently found to contribute to resilience in nurses who have experienced workplace violence.
Examine the reverse outline and test the paper’s organization. You may notice the paper begins by identifying a problem (1) and its cause (2). Paragraph 3, though, seems repetitive because paragraph 2 has already established the danger of the workplace.
Paragraph 4 highlights the negative effects of workplace violence and paragraph 5 surveys research about preventing workplace violence.
Paragraph 6 introduces a counterargument that may or may not support the author’s purpose. Staffing logistics has not been introduced as a key idea, so to introduce staffing as issue through a counterargument is a little disorienting. To help, the writer could introduce the topic of staffing ratios earlier in the paper.
Paragraph 7 concludes the paper by landing on the protective factor of social support. One suggestion the writer could gain from this reverse outline is noticing how social support might be a main idea, the source of a thesis, and could introduce social support in the introduction.
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