Helpful Hints for Technical Writing
The Indispensable Outline

Years ago, when I first started writing research reports for scientific journals, my
thoughts were, “I know exactly what I want to say, I don’t need an outline. An
outline is not published, so why waste time writing something that will be discarded?
I'll start right out writing the important thing, the paper”. What a mistake! I
remember the wasted time as I spun my wheels trying to fit my ideas and thoughts
into a coherent paper without first having a detailed plan in the form of an outline.
Not only did I have trouble putting my thoughts together, I didn’t even have all my
thoughts gathered.

Every manuscript my colleagues and I wrote was submitted to our supervisor for review and approval. Evidently
he recognized the problems we writers were having because of not preparing a good outline. To correct this, he
simply made a rule that he would not consider any paper submitted to him without a comprehensive outline. I
grumbled then, but soon appreciated that I had been forced to leamn the importance and value of preparing a good
outline as an essential step in writing a paper.

Each idea in a technical paper must be expressed clearly and concisely. Although clarity and conciseness are
vitally important, they alone are not enough. Each idea must also be coordinated with other pieces of information if
the final paper is to be logically meaningful and easy to read. A comprehensive outline is the tool by which a paper
can be organized effectively.

Outlines can be made in various ways, depending on the nature of the material to be written, the type of
publication, and the desires of the writer. No one approach is necessarily the best. Whatever structure the outline
takes, the process of outlining usually begins by documenting each idea that is to go into the paper. A concise
statement of each subject is written in a manner that allows convenient juggling, sorting, and arranging. Filing cards,
with one subject per card, are very useful. In recent years, word processing computers do the job equally well.

Two processes govern the sorting and organizing of the subject into an outline. These are COORDINATION and
SUBORDINATION. By subordination, sub-topics are arranged within major topics. By coordination, sub-topics are
logically related to each other within major topics, and major topics are logically related to each other within the
total paper.

For reports of original research that are to be published in scientific journals such as WEED TECHNOLOGY,
starting the outline is easy, because the first order subjects are commonly prescribed, such as:

Introduction

Materials and Methods
Results

Discussion

Literature Cited

All the individual subjects of the paper can be subordinated and coordinated within this framework to create the
skeleton of the paper. Then as the parts are added in their places, the skeleton is fleshed out to form the completed
manuscript.

Fortunately, an outline is easy to change, and the author should always be ready to adjust it, even after the first
form of the outline has been prepared and he is writing the paper. New thoughts and new relationships of the
material often come to mind as the author is writing. With a good outline to start with, it is easy to make it even
better during the writing process. The end result should be a manuscript that presents the information to the reader in
a way that is clear and that proceeds logically.

Remember:

Arrangement of the story’s parts,
Logical must be.

To organize the pieces,

An outline is the key.

J. H. Dawson, Weed Scientist, Prosser, WA 99350

245 Weed Technology. 1992. Volume 6:245



	Cover Page
	Article Contents
	p. 245

	Issue Table of Contents
	Weed Technology, Vol. 6, No. 1 (Jan. - Mar., 1992), pp. 1-245
	Front Matter [pp. 2-3]
	Technology Note [p. 1]
	Feature
	Effect of Acifluorfen on the Absorption, Translocation, and Metabolism of Chlorimuron in Certain Weeds [pp. 4-12]

	Research
	Giant Ragweed (Ambrosia trifida) Control in Soybean (Glycine max) [pp. 13-18]
	Temperature and Relative Humidity Effects on Diphenylether Herbicides [pp. 19-24]
	Residues and Efficacy with Fluazifop-P in Alfalfa (Medicago sativa) [pp. 25-30]
	Cotton (Gossypium hirsutum) Yield Response to Cultivation Timing and Frequency [pp. 31-35]
	Early Season Herbicide Applications for Weed Control in Stale Seedbed Soybean (Glycine max) [pp. 36-44]
	Tank-Mix Combinations for Weed Control in Stale Seedbed Soybean (Glycine max) [pp. 45-51]
	Effects of Nicosulfuron on Quackgrass (Elytrigia repens) Control in Corn (Zea mays) [pp. 52-56]
	Foliar Absorption and Translocation of Dicamba from Aqueous Solution and Dicamba-Treated Soil Deposits [pp. 57-61]
	Estimating the Life of Short-Lived, Cyclic Weeds with Markov Processes [pp. 62-67]
	Temperature and Canopy Development of Velvetleaf (Abutilon theophrasti) and Soybean (Glycine max) [pp. 68-76]
	Soybean (Glycine max) and Rotational Crop Tolerance to Chlorimuron, Clomazone, Imazaquin, and Imazethapyr [pp. 77-80]
	Petroleum Oil and Emulsifier Affect the Phytotoxicity of Imazethapyr [pp. 81-84]
	Hairy Nightshade (Solanum sarrachoides) Control in Potatoes (Solanum tuberosum) with Bentazon Plus Additives [pp. 85-90]
	Sweet Corn (Zea mays) Hybrid Tolerance to Nicosulfuron [pp. 91-96]
	Effectiveness of Bensulide in Controlling Two Annual Bluegrass (Poa annua) Subspecies [pp. 97-103]
	Tolerance of Chinese Milkvetch (Astragalus sinicus) to Herbicides [pp. 104-107]
	Yellow Nutsedge (Cyperus esculentus) Control in Peanuts (Arachis hypogaea) [pp. 108-112]
	Response of Centipedegrass (Eremochloa ophiuroides) to Plant Growth Regulators [pp. 113-118]
	Weed Control for Soybean (Glycine max) Planted in a Stale or Undisturbed Seedbed on Clay Soil [pp. 119-124]
	Tolerance of Kenaf to Selected Postemergence Herbicides [pp. 125-128]
	Integrated Wild Oat (Avena fatua) Management Affects Spring Barley (Hordeum vulgare) Yield and Economics [pp. 129-135]
	Influence of Herbicides on Sweetpotato (Ipomoea batatas) Plant Production [pp. 136-138]
	Germination and Growth of Leafflower (Phyllanthus urinaria) as Affected by Cultural Conditions and Herbicides [pp. 139-143]
	Postemergence Control of Wild Garlic (Allium vineale) in Turfgrass [pp. 144-148]
	Effect of 2,4-D and Dicamba Residues on following Crops in Conservation Tillage Systems [pp. 149-155]

	Note
	Costs Associated with Weed Management in Cereals and Food Legumes in the Chaouia Region of Settat Province, Morocco [pp. 156-160]

	Symposium: Future of Weed Science
	Preface [p. 161]
	Future of Weed Science Research [pp. 162-165]
	Teaching Weed Science in the Future [pp. 166-170]
	Weed Science Extension in Transition [pp. 171-176]
	The Role of Industry in the Future of Weed Science [pp. 177-181]

	Symposium: Ecological Perspectives on Utility of Thresholds for Weed Management
	Preface [pp. 182-183]
	Weed Demography and Population Dynamics: Implications for Threshold Management [pp. 184-190]
	The Threshold Concept and Its Application to Weed Science [pp. 191-195]
	The Influence of Weed Seed Dispersion Versus the Effect of Competition on Crop Yield [pp. 196-204]
	Weed Thresholds: The Space Component and Considerations for Herbicide Resistance [pp. 205-212]
	Case History for Weed Competition/Population Ecology: Velvetleaf (Abutilon theophrasti) in Corn (Zea mays) [pp. 213-219]
	Case History for Weed Competition/Population Ecology: Barnyardgrass (Echinochloa crus-galli) in Sugarbeets (Beta vulgaris) [pp. 220-227]
	A Comparison of Economic and Economic Optimum Thresholds for Two Annual Weeds in Soybeans [pp. 228-235]

	Book Reviews
	Review: untitled [pp. 236-237]
	Review: untitled [p. 238]

	Weed Alert
	Itchgrass: Stop the Trains? [pp. 239-241]

	Intriguing World of Weeds
	Tansy [pp. 242-244]

	Helpful Hints for Technical Writing: The Indispensable Outline [p. 245]
	Back Matter





