
Chapter-by-Chapter Outline Template
Complete roadmap for organizing your autobiography

OVERVIEW PLANNING
Total Number of Chapters Planned: ________

Organizational Approach: [ ] Chronological (age/time periods) [ ] Thematic (topics:
family, career, identity, etc.) [ ] Pivotal Moments (key turning points) [ ] Blended
(chronological within themes)

Target Length Per Chapter: __________ words/pages

Central Theme/Question of Entire Autobiography:
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________

INTRODUCTION/PROLOGUE
Purpose: Hook readers and establish what your story is about

Opening Scene or Statement

What will grab reader’s attention?
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________

Why start here?
_____________________________________________________________________

Context to Establish

Essential background information:
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________

Time period/setting:
_____________________________________________________________________

Your situation at opening:
_____________________________________________________________________

Central Question/Theme Introduction

What question will your life story answer?
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________

What should readers understand about your journey?
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________

Tone Setting



What mood/feeling will you establish?
_____________________________________________________________________

Voice preview (first few sentences):
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________

CHAPTER 1
Chapter Title: ___________________________________________________

Time Period/Age Range: __________________________________________

Central Focus/Theme: ____________________________________________

Opening

How will this chapter begin?
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________

Opening scene or image:
_____________________________________________________________________

Major Events

Event 1:
_____________________________________________________________________ What
happened: _____________________________________________________ Significance:
______________________________________________________

Event 2:
_____________________________________________________________________ What
happened: _____________________________________________________ Significance:
______________________________________________________

Event 3:
_____________________________________________________________________ What
happened: _____________________________________________________ Significance:
______________________________________________________

Key People

Person 1: _______________________________________________________ Role in
your life: _________________________________________________ Key
interaction/memory: ____________________________________________

Person 2: _______________________________________________________ Role in
your life: _________________________________________________ Key
interaction/memory: ____________________________________________

Person 3: _______________________________________________________ Role in
your life: _________________________________________________ Key
interaction/memory: ____________________________________________

Setting/Context



Where did these events take place?
_____________________________________________________________________

Physical description to include:
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________

Historical/cultural context:
_____________________________________________________________________

Themes/Patterns

What does this chapter reveal about you?
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________

How does it connect to your overall story?
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________

Recurring themes:
_____________________________________________________________________

Reflection Points

What you understood then:
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________

What you understand now:
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________

Lessons learned:
_____________________________________________________________________

Sensory Details to Include

Sights: ________________________________________________________

Sounds: ________________________________________________________

Smells: ________________________________________________________

Textures/Physical sensations: ___________________________________

Tastes: ________________________________________________________

Dialogue/Conversations

Important conversation to include: Who:
______________________________________________________________ What was
said: _____________________________________________________ Why it matters:
____________________________________________________

Emotional Arc

How do you feel at chapter’s start?
_____________________________________________________________________



Emotional journey through chapter:
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________

How do you feel at chapter’s end?
_____________________________________________________________________

Closing

How will this chapter end?
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________

Transition to next chapter:
_____________________________________________________________________

Notes for This Chapter

CHAPTER 2
Chapter Title: ___________________________________________________

Time Period/Age Range: __________________________________________

Central Focus/Theme: ____________________________________________

Connection to Previous Chapter:
_____________________________________________________________________

Opening

How will this chapter begin?
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________

Major Events

Event 1:
_____________________________________________________________________
Significance: ______________________________________________________

Event 2:
_____________________________________________________________________
Significance: ______________________________________________________

Event 3:
_____________________________________________________________________
Significance: ______________________________________________________

Key People

Person 1: _______________________________________________________
Role/Memory: _______________________________________________________



Person 2: _______________________________________________________
Role/Memory: _______________________________________________________

Person 3: _______________________________________________________
Role/Memory: _______________________________________________________

Setting/Context

Location(s): ____________________________________________________

Physical details: _______________________________________________

Context: ________________________________________________________

Themes/Patterns

Chapter reveals:
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________

Connection to overall story:
_____________________________________________________________________

Reflection Points

Then vs. Now understanding:
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________

Lessons learned:
_____________________________________________________________________

Sensory Details

Key sensory moments to include:
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________

Important Dialogue

Conversation: ___________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________

Emotional Arc

Beginning emotion: ______________________________________________

Journey: ________________________________________________________

Ending emotion: _________________________________________________

Closing & Transition

Chapter ending:
_____________________________________________________________________



Bridge to next chapter:
_____________________________________________________________________

Notes

CHAPTER 3
Chapter Title: ___________________________________________________

Time Period/Age Range: __________________________________________

Central Focus/Theme: ____________________________________________

Connection to Previous Chapter:
_____________________________________________________________________

Opening

Major Events

Event 1: ________________________________________________________
Significance: ______________________________________________________

Event 2: ________________________________________________________
Significance: ______________________________________________________

Event 3: ________________________________________________________
Significance: ______________________________________________________

Key People

Setting/Context

Themes/Patterns

Reflection Points

Sensory Details

Important Dialogue

Emotional Arc



Closing & Transition

Notes

CHAPTER 4
Chapter Title: ___________________________________________________

Time Period/Age Range: __________________________________________

Central Focus/Theme: ____________________________________________

Connection to Previous Chapter:
_____________________________________________________________________

Opening

Major Events

Event 1: ________________________________________________________

Event 2: ________________________________________________________

Event 3: ________________________________________________________

Key People

Setting/Context

Themes/Patterns

Reflection Points

Sensory Details

Important Dialogue

Emotional Arc

Closing & Transition

Notes



CHAPTER 5
Chapter Title: ___________________________________________________

Time Period/Age Range: __________________________________________

Central Focus/Theme: ____________________________________________

(Use same format as above)

Opening

Major Events

Key People

Setting/Context

Themes/Patterns

Reflection Points

Sensory Details

Important Dialogue

Emotional Arc

Closing & Transition

Notes

CHAPTER 6
Chapter Title: ___________________________________________________

Time Period/Age Range: __________________________________________

Central Focus/Theme: ____________________________________________



(Continue with same structure for remaining chapters)

ADDITIONAL CHAPTERS
(Copy the chapter template above for as many chapters as needed)

Chapter 7: _____________________________________________________

Chapter 8: _____________________________________________________

Chapter 9: _____________________________________________________

Chapter 10: ____________________________________________________

CONCLUSION/EPILOGUE
Purpose: Bring story full circle and reflect on the journey

Opening of Conclusion

How will you begin wrapping up?
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________

Major Insights to Share

Insight 1:
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________

Insight 2:
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________

Insight 3:
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________

Transformation Demonstrated

Who you were at the beginning:
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________

Who you are now:
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________

How you changed:
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________

Unanswered Questions/Ongoing Journey

What remains unresolved?
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________

What are you still learning?



_____________________________________________________________________

Looking Forward

Current situation:
_____________________________________________________________________

Future hopes/direction:
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________

Return to Opening (Circular Structure)

How does conclusion connect to introduction?
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________

Callback to opening image/question:
_____________________________________________________________________

Final Reflection

Ultimate message/wisdom:
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________

Closing Image/Statement

Last sentence/paragraph:
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________

OVERALL COHERENCE CHECK

Thematic Threads

Theme 1: ________________________________________________________

Where it appears: - Chapter :
____________________________________________________ - Chapter :
____________________________________________________ - Chapter :
____________________________________________________

Theme 2: ________________________________________________________

Where it appears: - Chapter :
____________________________________________________ - Chapter :
____________________________________________________ - Chapter :
____________________________________________________

Theme 3: ________________________________________________________

Where it appears: - Chapter :
____________________________________________________ - Chapter :
____________________________________________________ - Chapter :
____________________________________________________



Narrative Arc

Beginning (Chapters 1-____): Establishes:
_______________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________

Middle (Chapters ____-____): Develops:
__________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________

End (Chapters ____-____): Resolves:
__________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________

Character Development

Your character at start:
_____________________________________________________________________

Major changes/growth moments: - Chapter :
____________________________________________________ - Chapter :
____________________________________________________ - Chapter :
____________________________________________________ - Chapter :
____________________________________________________

Your character at end:
_____________________________________________________________________

Transitions Between Chapters

Chapter 1 → 2: _________________________________________________

Chapter 2 → 3: _________________________________________________

Chapter 3 → 4: _________________________________________________

Chapter 4 → 5: _________________________________________________

Chapter 5 → 6: _________________________________________________

(Continue for all chapter transitions)

PACING PLAN

Chapter Length Targets

Chapter 1: __________ words Chapter 2: __________ words Chapter 3: __________
words Chapter 4: __________ words Chapter 5: __________ words

(Continue for all chapters)

Pacing Notes

Fast-paced chapters (action/events): Chapters:
__________________________________________________________

Slow-paced chapters (reflection/development): Chapters:
__________________________________________________________

Balance assessment:



_____________________________________________________________________

ESSENTIAL SCENES CHECKLIST
Scenes that MUST be included:

Scene: _______________________________________________________ Chapter:
____

Scene: _______________________________________________________ Chapter:
____

Scene: _______________________________________________________ Chapter:
____

Scene: _______________________________________________________ Chapter:
____

Scene: _______________________________________________________ Chapter:
____

Scene: _______________________________________________________ Chapter:
____

Scene: _______________________________________________________ Chapter:
____

Scene: _______________________________________________________ Chapter:
____

RESEARCH/VERIFICATION NEEDS
By Chapter:

Chapter 1: Need to verify: _______________________________________

Chapter 2: Need to verify: _______________________________________

Chapter 3: Need to verify: _______________________________________

Chapter 4: Need to verify: _______________________________________

Chapter 5: Need to verify: _______________________________________

(Continue for all chapters)

WRITING ORDER STRATEGY
Will you write chapters in order or out of order?
_____________________________________________________________________

Chapters to write first (clearest memories/easiest):
_____________________________________________________________________

Chapters to write later (need more planning/harder):
_____________________________________________________________________

Rationale:
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________



TIMELINE FOR COMPLETION
Start date: ____________________________________________________

Chapter 1 completion target: ____________________________________

Chapter 2 completion target: ____________________________________

Chapter 3 completion target: ____________________________________

Chapter 4 completion target: ____________________________________

Chapter 5 completion target: ____________________________________

(Continue for all chapters)

Full draft completion: __________________________________________

Revision deadline: ______________________________________________

Final deadline: _________________________________________________

QUICK REFERENCE: CHAPTER CHECKLIST
Before moving to the next chapter, ensure:

Central focus/theme is clear
Major events are identified
Key people are named
Setting/context is established
Reflection points are noted
Emotional arc is mapped
Sensory details are listed
Opening and closing planned
Connection to overall story is clear
Transition to next chapter considered

TIPS FOR USING THIS OUTLINE
Do: - ✓ Fill in as much detail as possible before drafting - ✓ Revise outline as you
discover new ideas while writing - ✓ Keep outline nearby while drafting each chapter - ✓
Use outline to maintain focus when writing - ✓ Add notes as you remember new details

Don’t: - ✗ Feel locked into the outline (it’s a guide, not a prison) - ✗ Skip chapters
you’re excited about to follow order - ✗ Expect every detail to appear in final draft - ✗
Forget to connect chapters thematically - ✗ Ignore patterns that emerge as you plan

Remember: - Your outline will evolve as you write - Some chapters may expand or
contract - New chapters may emerge - Some planned chapters may be cut or combined -
The outline prevents writer’s block by giving you direction

TROUBLESHOOTING
If a chapter feels weak: - Is the central focus clear? - Does it connect to overall theme? -
Are there enough specific details? - Does it show change or development?



If chapters don’t connect: - Review transitions between chapters - Identify thematic
threads that tie them together - Add bridging material - Ensure chronological clarity (if
relevant)

If you’re stuck on a chapter: - Skip it and write another chapter first - Interview family
members for details - Revisit photos/documents from that period - Free-write about the
period without structure - Focus on one scene and expand from there

If chapters are unbalanced: - Combine short chapters with similar themes - Split long
chapters at natural break points - Expand underdeveloped chapters with reflection - Cut
less important events from overstuffed chapters

FINAL NOTE
Your outline is complete when: - All planned chapters have detailed entries - Thematic
connections are clear - Narrative arc is mapped beginning to end - Essential scenes are
distributed throughout - You feel confident about what each chapter will contain - You’re
excited to start writing

Now begin drafting your first chapter using this roadmap!
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