Dr. M. L. Stapleton  IPFW


Writing Summaries 
The ability to write accurate summaries of secondary materials is of crucial importance to the scholarly life.  These can range in size from one vivid and carefully written paragraph (a précis or abstract) to something a few pages long (detailed summary).  Their true utility lies in their possible future use by the compiler.  Basic information about the piece summarized may include: its argument or thesis; its general methodology, or rhetorical structure; its literary or political ideology; its range of secondary materials or place in the history of the study of the topic; any important phrases that are truly worth quoting, or that merit later use in one’s own work.

The three most important things to remember about such writing:

1) The job of the person writing the summary is to represent, accurately, the ideas and perspective of the author of the journal article, book, or essay in edited collection, and to keep this point of view throughout.  We should not begin writing the equivalent of a very short research paper on the same subject, as if the author being summarized is a minor player in our new enterprise.  We should also not judge the piece and make disparaging remarks about it because we do not understand it, since such comments usually redound ironically against us.

2) Specific ideas not your own, those that you paraphrase and summarize as well as cite in quotation, need to be properly documented in MLA parenthetical style, with a Works Cited page.   This should help you avoid sloppy documentation as well as any resulting plagiarism, the unconscious as well as the less innocent variety.  The details of this process can be found in any freshman handbook.

3) It is almost always better to paraphrase and summarize the other person’s ideas, and to quote only what is truly pithy, memorable, and inimitable, or crucial to the article’s thesis.  Again: paraphrased and summarized material also needs to be documented, not just quoted materials.
