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How to Write Summaries

A summary is a highly condensed version of the most important material in a piece. In order to write a good summary you have to understand the original text very well. You have to identify the author’s purpose and main ideas and you have to filter out minor details and examples. In a summary you do not quote long pieces of text from the original, but you have to condense the information using your own words.


The following tips will help you write better summaries. Depending on the type of text you are summarizing (fiction, news-article, scientific report...) some aspects will be more important than others. You need not stick to these rules in every case, rather, they are designed to encourage habits of thinking that will help you identify the main ideas and organize your summaries as the situation demands.

	1. Identify the author’s purpose

	
Read the text carefully and identify the author’s purpose in writing. This will help you distinguish between main ideas and minor details.  Look carefully at the beginning and the end of the text. Authors often state the main idea in one of these two places. 

	

	2. Write a one- or two-sentence summary (a thesis)

	
Reread the text to check if you have correctly identified the main idea. Write a one- or two-sentence summary of the entire text. This is called a thesis. The thesis should express the central idea of the passage. For news-stories it might help you to look for the what, who, why, where, when and how of the matter. For persuasive texts, summarize the author’s conclusion/opinion in your thesis. For descriptive texts  state the subject and its main features.

	

	3. Reread, underline, divide into stages of thought

	
In your third reading divide the passage into its sections or stages. Usually the author’s paragraphs are a good indication of the individual stages. Note, however, that not every paragraph contains a major detail and not every individual paragraph indicates a new stage.  Label each section or stage of thought in the margin (= find a title for each stage) and underline the main ideas, facts or examples in the text.

	

	4. Write one-sentence summaries of each section

	
Using the key words you have underlined, write one-sentence summaries of each section. Try to grasp the main idea of the section and rephrase it in your own words. Do not try to use extra-complicated language. Short and simple is usually better (see handout on Wordiness)

	

	5. Write the first draft of your summary

	
Combine the thesis with your one-sentence summaries and  major details. Eliminate minor details and repetition. Generalize details (e.g.: Presidents Carter and Reagan might be generalized as ‘recent presidents’). 

	

	6. Check your summary against the original text

	
Look at your original text again and compare it with your summary. Are all the main ideas included? Do you have to add anything? Can you eliminate any minor details or generalize them?

	

	7. Revise your summary

	
Check for style and coherence. Add transitional phrases where necessary. Combine sentences into a smooth, logical flow of ideas. Check for grammar and spelling errors.

	

	Variation: Summary of a longer piece (novel, play)

	
A good way to structure the summary of a longer piece is:

	

Introduction:
Identifies the work and the type of work

	



Introduces most important character(s)

	



Tells the primary characteristics about the work (what stands out, what’s 




distinctive about the way it’s written.

	



States thesis sentence that interprets central idea of the work

	

Actual summary of the work that supports your thesis sentence.


Seven Steps to a Summary

Read the text "Improving your Memory" and follow the guidelines for writing summaries.

1. Author's purpose:


2. Thesis:


3. Sections: Label the stages of thought in the margin

4. Write one sentence summaries of sections:

a:


b:


c:


d:


e:


f:


5. Write a first draft of the summary.

6. Check with the original text and compare with a peer`s first draft.

7. Write your final version.

