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Reverse Outlining 

What is reverse outlining?  
Reverse outlining is when you create an outline of an essay after it has been written and find the 
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of non-English speakers drove the U.S. government, factory 
owners, and Progressive reformers to unite and create adult 
English as a second language (ESL) education and 
assimilation programs. When World War I broke out, these 
Americanization programs also wanted to instill patriotism 
and teach “American” customs so that immigrants would be 
loyal to the United States.  

teach them American customs, 
patriotism, and English. 
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Now, once your reverse outline is done, take either your notes in the margins or your bullet-point 
outline and examine whether the main ideas you extracted from each paragraph relate to the 
thesis. Is each paragraph relevant to your topic? Does the reader need to know the information 
presented? Why or why not? If you find that the paragraph is off topic, you can delete it 
completely or pick and choose sentences that are relevant and place them in other body 
paragraphs where they fit.  
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If your thesis has an obvious sequence to its construction, make sure that the structure of the 
outline reflects the order given in your introduction. Remember that your thesis statement is the 
road map and guide for your reader, so having the sequences be parallel is important. However, 
don’t be afraid to change your thesis if you prefer the order of your paragraphs. If you are 
writing a research paper that requires paragraphs discussing methods, data, results, etc., check to 
see if you have all those sections in order.  
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Now, your reverse outline and following analysis are complete, and through this process maybe 
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Example of a Reverse Outline  
Thesis: 
The Americanization Movement and World War I revolutionized adult ESL education in the 
United States. 
 
Body Paragraph 1: 
Over 20 million immigrants came to the United States between 1880 and 1924, and the 
Americanization Movement was born in the early 1900s to teach them American customs, 
patriotism, and English. 
 
Body Paragraph 2: 
Since many immigrants came from the European countries fighting in World War I, the United 
States government supported adult ESL education to prevent disloyalty and promote citizenship.
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Activity 
One of the purposes of writing a reverse outline is to check the logical and thematic flow of your 
paper. For this activity, look at the example of a reverse outline below. How would you revise it? 
First, identify the thesis. Second, delete ideas that seem unnecessary. Third, rearrange the outline 
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