St. Lawrence University First-Year Program
A Pedagogy for Research-oriented First-Year Seminars
Cathy Crosby-Currie, Associate Professor of Psychology

Steven Horwitz, Associate Dean of the First Year

St. Lawrence University, Canton NY 13617

www.stlawu.edu/fyp
“Functional Outline Assignment”


This particular assignment focuses on the organizational aspects of writing a research paper, though the basic technique can be translated to other modes of communication.  The key point is helping students see that everything we write both “does” and “says” something.  That is, sentences and especially paragraphs have a purpose or function to play in a paper as well as particular content they convey.  With research papers, the function of each paragraph is in some way related to a particular claim that the author is trying to establish, and each of those claims is, in turn, serving the purpose of supporting the main argument/thesis of the paper. The key semantic content that expresses the paragraph’s purpose is the topic sentence; therefore, we also ask students to think carefully about the paragraph-level organization of their paper and the topic sentences of each paragraph. 


We have found that it is revelatory for many students to think of paragraphs as serving purposes in this way, and this new insight makes them much better at organizing their thoughts in writing, especially when faced with a 12-15 page research paper, often for the first time.  We have also found a dialectical relationship between this approach to writing and our pedagogy of critical reading skills (see the “Notes on Sources/Précis Assignment”): as students think more about the purposes that other authors bring to their writing, they begin to think about the purpose of their own writing and organization, and vice versa.  

This assignment was born of our frustration with student writing, especially in longer research papers, that lacked focus and wandered from place to place without a clear organizational structure or the welded paper (i.e., a series of article summaries).  Students report that this task forces them to think before they write in ways that they have never done in the past.  The thinking they do is specifically about the argument they are making and the ways in which their sub-arguments (what we call “claims”) serve that controlling idea.  They also must consider how the evidence from their sources can be brought together to serve each of those claims.  We ask them to provide the “does” (the purpose), the “says” (a content summary) and then a possible topic sentence for every paragraph needed to make their argument.  We also ask them to do a variety of other small organizational tasks as well.


The functional outline enables students to see the argument of their paper before they write.  It is very powerful in helping them (and us!) more easily identify problems in that structure.  As they go to write the full draft, their writing is focused on expressing the argument they have laid out in the functional outline, not just running a race to get to the minimum page requirement.  It reduces the intimidation of drafting a long paper and forces students to see that good papers are about the depth of the argument, not the length of the paper.
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PURPOSE: We have discussed several elements of the process of research from the differences between popular and scholarly sources to constructing effective search strategies to evaluating and processing your sources to developing the elements of your argument.  Now, we turn to organizing that argument and crafting a structure for your paper.  The functional outline is a bit different from other outlining techniques to which you may have been exposed in the past.  This outlining technique/strategy focuses on the purposes served by the different sections and paragraphs within your research paper; traditional outlining techniques tend to focus only on the content to be conveyed in each section of a paper.  Therefore, the functional outline places front and center the idea that excellent writing is writing that serves a purpose—a purpose that is clearly formed in the writer’s mind.  In an excellent research paper, every sentence of every paragraph serves a function—that includes the papers you will write for your courses here at SLU and the reports, analyses, articles, reviews, etc. you will write in whatever careers you pursue beyond SLU.  
ELEMENTS OF A FUNCTIONAL OUTLINE:  As we will discuss in class, the functional outline focuses on both what each paragraph is going to say (its content) and on what each paragraph is doing (its purpose).  I expect you to outline your research paper as close as possible to the paragraph level.  You need to think through how this paper will work and the functions served by the different parts of your paper by imagining as many of the possible paragraphs as you can.

Specifically, you need to do the following:

· provide a working title for your paper.
· provide a “what this paragraph says” for your introduction (i.e., draft a preliminary introduction) and include your thesis in that paragraph, with the thesis sentence(s) underlined.
· divide your paper into sections and provide section headings.  Each section should address one of (or part of) your claims and must begin with a section heading that functions as a mini-title for that section.  Do not repeat your full claim and do not use a grammatically complete sentence for a section heading.  Section headings should be succinct phrases such as “Early U.S. Supreme Court Decisions” or “Arguments in Favor of Sealed Adoption Records” or “The Impact of No-Fault Divorce Laws on Divorce Rates”.  
· under each section heading, map out each paragraph you currently think will be necessary to provide the argument and evidence to support that claim.  I would encourage you to number the paragraphs to make it easier for us to talk about each one.  For each imagined paragraph, you must provide:

· the paragraph’s topic sentence;
· the purpose (or “does”) of the paragraph in relation to the claim of that section;
· the content (or “says”) of the paragraph.  This section might be bullets or full sentences, and should provide quotes that you expect to use at this point.  It must also contain correct in-text citations (including page numbers if appropriate) for the sources you think you’ll cite here.  (NOTE: We will talk about in-text citation format on Thursday in seminar).
· provide a topic sentence and brief “says” for your conclusion.  
· provide a bibliography of all of the sources you are using in your functional outline in APA citation format

· put your name on the first page and number your pages in Word.  The functional outline should have the same professional appearance as a full or final draft.
· finally, please include a “cover letter” at the end of the functional outline.  That letter should be written to me and should indicate what you see as the strengths and weaknesses of the outline and should also raise any particular areas you’d like me to focus on or questions that you have.
DEADLINES ET AL.:  The first draft of your functional outline is due in the bins outside my office on Monday, April 2nd at 2:00 PM along with your complete research binder.  Give yourself plenty of time to work on this assignment (e.g., don’t start it the night before it is due), because even if your thesis, claims, and evidence looks fine, outlining might show you problems that require more searching, reading, thinking, etc. than you might anticipate right now.  In addition, doing an outline right takes time.  But it is time well spent.  Crafting a really useful outline now will save you immense time and trouble when you sit down to do a first draft.  So, make the time now to do it right.  
I will meet with students in one-on-one conferences during class time on Wednesday afternoon (4/4) and Thursday morning (4/5) to discuss outlines.  You will then submit a revised version of your functional outline with your binder again on Friday, April 13th at 2:00 PM.  The functional outline is worth 10% of your grade (i.e., as much as the final draft of your project).  Although I will not assign a final grade on the outline until after the second draft, a first draft that demonstrates a lack of care and effort will not be saved completely by a terrific second draft.  You need to do your best work from the start.  
