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SUMMARIZING:
THE AUTHOR’S MAIN IDEAS

BaZeyman

ummary, like paraphrase, allows
you to reproduce another writer's thoughts—burt in shortened form. In
writing a summary, you focus on the most important statements of the
original passage and eliminate the less important matenal. Four tech-
niques—deleting, selecting, note taking, and minfaturizing—can help vou
shorten the matenal. As you become more adept at summarizing vou
will devise yourown combination of these techniques for each oceasion.
Bur in all cases, the summary must be wntten in readable prose that
reflects the essential meaning of the original rext, Like paraphrase,
summary can be used for many purposes: to help vou understand the
main points and structure of an author’s argument, to convey that un-
derstanding to others, to present background information quickly, or 1o
refer to another writer's ideas in the course of making vour own
original statement. -
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Wrung 2 Qummary

The wmﬂ-b*_.'-wmd Artention required for a good paraphrase will lead you
across all the contours of another writer s thought. You will follow the main
erail of meaning, the adges of fine distinctions. che cutbacks of qualifica-
tions, and the wavsides of association. Like 2 patient hiker on 4 slow trek,
you must mentally pull rogethert all the major events of (e jourmney in ordef
1o SENSE the otal expenence: Wrung 2 summiry, 0B the other hand, allows
you to review the entire process 33 a whole.

Unlike the paraphrase writer, who must discover new ways 1o festate the
meaning, the summanzer looks for the most compact estatement. To high-
light the essentials of another writer's idea—rathet than 0 provide 3 com-
plete and derailed rcsmtcmcnr——-is the purposs of summary WHHngE:
summary will help you understand the major direction, the main points,
and the overall shape of the more detailed oniginal. A summary resates the
essence of the onginal in as few words a8 po&siblc* but not necessan'y in
different words. In most cases, when you use an author's original words,
you need to put them in qum.aﬂon marks, as discussed 10 Chapte? 18. When
you are wonng 2 f reestanding cummary for which the source is given and
which 18 jabeled as 2 summary of that SourcE (and only in this situation)s
you peed not mark by quotanion marks the use of the quthor's words. Re-

To rewnte 3 longet piece in short form. wou must first understand the
piece you are working with. Begin by reading the piece carefully. making

chapter.) Howeven unless you have 4 mMote gpecific fatio 1n mind
should g,v:ncralh,- ¢y to create @ summary about one-fifth © gne-quartes the

This chaptef presents four methods for choosing the matenal 1o 10
in a summary: deleting. selecting, NOte caking, and miniaturizing:
methods overlap somewhat. By deleting, fof example, YOU in efiect select

the matenal that remains. Mininturizlng js only 2 spructurally focuse
sion of note raking. & good cummary kes into account all four methodss
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and in practice people switch back and forth among them. Because ecach of
these methods emphasizes slightly different skills, however, we will discuss
them separately, Through the somewhat artificial scparation and isolated
practice of these skills, vou will master the art of making concise and exact
summaries. After you gain control of all the methods, you will be able to
combine them as you sec fit. Before we discuss these methods, however,
let us briefly examine the steps in writing @ summary.

Informative and Descriptive Summaries

Having selected the material to include in your summary, you must then
decide whether your summary will be informative or descriptive. [nforma-
tive summaries adopr the tone of the original full text, simply presentng the
information it contains in shorter form. Descriptive summaries adopt a more
distant perspective, describing the original text rather than directly pre-
senting the information it contains. An ‘nformative summary of the Decla-
ration of Independence might begin as follows:

When people declare themsslves independent of their political tes,
they should give reasons. Governments are formed 1o protect equal-
ity and rights, including life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. If
government does not do this, people can change the government

A descriptive summary of the same passage might begin:

Jefferson opens the Declaration of Independence by stating that a
country declaring independence needs 1o give its reasons, He goes
cn to discuss the purposes of government in protecting individual
rights and the legitimacy of change if government does not live up
to its obligations.

Naote that the informative summary does not mention the author or title
of the piece but rather gets right down to the content. Thus it can present
more information more compactly and more precisely. For most purposes,
informative Summaries are preferable to descriptive summaries. (All the summa-
ries in this chapter are ‘nformative.) In addition, when research material is
simply reported for its factual content, as in the paper on synthesis on pages
236239, the informative summary is used,

On the other hand, descriptive summaries give a more nearly complete
picture of the structure of the onginal. Descriptive Summaries also establish
4 cerrain distance berween the writer of the summary and the wnter of the
original picce. This sense of objectivity is useful whenever the summarized
material is to be analyzed, evaluated, or otherwise discussed. Hence de-
scriptive summaries should be uted in book reviews (sce Chapter 8], in
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essays of analysis (see, for example, pages 192-194), and in other essays
discussing a text (sce, for example, pages 157-159).

The Summary as Writing

The key to writing an effective summary is combining the material you
choose to include into concise, coherent sentences and paragraphs. If your
sentences are carclessly formed, not only will the summary be unreadable
but you will also lose the connection among the pieces of information in the
summary. You could simply wind up with tossed word salad. On the other
hand, carefully written sentences can help show how the separate facts and
ideas fit together to budd the meaning of the whole. Thoughtful word
choice and sentence structure can help you reduce a summary by half with
no loss of information, ideas, or clarity. (Chapter 17 offers suggestions for
sharpening your phrasing.) Incidentally, because the summary form places
such a premium on conciseness and clarity, writing summaries provide ex-
cellent practice for the improvement of your general writing style.

" Because you are taking information from many parts of the original te
you could easily lose sight of the logical structure of the whole piece.
need o pay close attention to the new transitions and paragraph structure
of the summary, Racher than running all the informarion together in a series
of seemingly unrelated sentences, you can use transitions to show the con-
HCEIEDH b’.‘.‘-["-'r'l:tl'l scntences, :md YOU can crealc new p‘.!fﬂ.gfﬁphs o :I"EZ”CCE
large divisions in the original material.

Finally, in your finished draft of the summary, be sure vou identfy the
source of the original matenal in a heading, an introductory phrase, or a
footnote. When summaries stand by themselves, the source usually appears
in the heading. When summaries are worked into the course of longer ar-
guments, vou can cite the sovrce of your marterial in an introductory phrase
or a footnote without interrupting the flow of your areument.

Steps in Writing a Summary

Read the original carefully.
Choose material for the summary. 2
Decide whether vour summary will be informative or descriptive. =
Rewrite the material in concise, coherent sentences and
paragraphs. :
[dentify the source of the original text.
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