Summarizing

What is a summary?
Summarizing means that you briefly restate, in your own words, the most essential information in a paragraph or longer passage. A summary usually focuses only on the main ideas and some of the most important major supporting details—only those details important for clarifying or proving the main idea. The controlling idea should be clear in the summary.  As a result, a summary is usually much shorter than the original.  A paragraph can usually be summarized in a sentence or two, and a typical textbook chapter can be summarized in a page or two.

How Do You Summarize?
To write a summary, you first identify the controlling idea and main idea(s) of the paragraph or passage. Then you identify the most important major supporting details—only those essential to proving or clarifying the main idea(s).  From these, using your own words, you write a complete sentence or two for a paragraph or a paragraph or two for longer passages (how much you write depends on how long the original text is and how many main ideas there are).  It is important to be accurate and only include the author’s ideas and none of your own ideas, attitudes, or interpretations.

Why is Summarizing Important?
Summarizing is an important reading skill for three specific academic purposes. Writing summarizes is a useful tool for studying. Identifying the main ideas of a reading will help you understand and remember what you have read. Second, summaries are one of the most common types of college writing assignments, and “summarize” is a common direction given in written tests. Third, you will need to summarize source information in order to incorporate it into written research projects—another common college assignment.

What Makes A Summary Incorrect?
A summary goes wrong when it’s written in the first person (so when you are summarizing text you should not need to use the pronouns “I, me, myself, or mine), when it expresses your opinion about the original text (… in my personal opinion…), it contains too many minor details, it goes off topic, or it only partially summarizes the original text.

An Example of Summarizing
Original Text 

The invention of the process of printing from movable type, which occurred in Germany about the middle of the fifteenth century, was destined to exercise a far-reaching influence on all the vernacular languages of Europe. Introduced into England about 1476 by William Caxton, who had learned the art on the continent, printing made such rapid progress that a scant century later it was observed that manuscript books were seldom to be met with and almost never used. Some idea of the rapidity with which the new process swept forward may be had from the fact that in Europe the number of books printed before the year 1500 reached the surprising figure of 35,000. The majority of these, it is true, were in Latin, whereas it is in the modern languages that the effect of the printing press is chiefly felt. But in England over 20,000 titles in English had appeared by 1640, ranging all the way from mere pamphlets to massive folios. The result was to bring books, which had formerly been the expensive luxury of the few, within the reach of all. More important, however, was the fact, so obvious today, that it was possible to reproduce a book in a thousand copies or a hundred thousand, every one exactly like the other. A powerful force thus existed for promoting a standard uniform language, and the means were now available for spreading that language throughout the territory in which it was understood. (Baugh, A History of the English Language)

Summary

Printing, invented in Germany in the mid-fifteenth century, was introduced into England in 1476 by William Caxton. A century later manuscript books had almost disappeared. Before 1500, 35,000 books, most in Latin, were printed in Europe, but in England over 20,000 books in English had appeared by 1640. Books, within reach of poor and rich alike, promoted the spread of standardized English throughout the English linguistic territory.

Simon/Teuben-Rowe 1/03

