The Formal Outline
In general, formal outlines are detailed, and formal outlines also use certain signals to show the relationship of one part to another part.

More specifically, a formal outline will usually signal its several most important parts by beginning the labels or titles of those parts with Roman numerals, and by starting those lines flush against the left margin, like this:

I. Introduction

II. Main Body

III. Conclusion

Then a formal outline will signal the sub-parts to those sections with capital letters and by indenting those lines, like this:

I. Introduction

A. Background Information

B. Thesis

C. Preview of Supporting Reasons

If those sub-parts themselves have parts, then their proper level is signaled with Arabic numerals and a further indention, like this:

I. Introduction

A. Background Information

B. Thesis

C. Preview of Supporting Reasons

1. First Reason 

2. Second Reason

3. Third Reason

If yet another level of sub-parts needs to be shown, a formal outline will usually do this by using lower-case letters ("a, b, c" rather than "A, B, C"), and a further indention, but for this class, three levels will usually be enough. The relationship of informal and formal outlines is that sooner or later, you should apply a formal outline to any long document; this will save you much confusion because it helps you to better understand the purpose of each paragraph you write, and the relationships of each one to all the other paragraphs.

