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! Teaching,Students 
to ,Summarize 

By following several simple precepts, teachers can 
help their students learn to select important 

ideas and to condense text. . 

S
tudents need special instruction 
in summarizing, because writing 
a summary is very different from 

other _kind<; of writing. Most writing 
requires the generation of main ideas 
and 4etails and the careful planning of 
content and structure. Summarizing, 
however, is based on materia: that has 
already been written. The summa::;' 
writer must decide what to indude, 
what to eliminate, how to reword or 
reorganize information, and how to 

! ensure that the summary is true to the 
original's meaning. 

Teaching studenl<; to summarize is 
well worth the effort. Summarizing 
can help students to u:lderstand text 
and even tOTecognize when tile mean­
ing is unclear. In addition, the effort to 

. identify main idea" while summarizing 
can help studenl'i remember those 
ideas (Murrell and Surber 1987). 

Factors That Influence . 
Summarizing 
At least two types of thinking are 
needed for summarization. The first is 
a selection process: judgments must be 
made abOUt what text information 
shouid be included or rejected. The 
second is a reduction proce.,s: ideas 
must be condensed by substituting 
general ideas for lower level and more 
detailed ones (Johnso:1 1983). 

Several factors influence these 
thinking proces:-;es. First, the charac­
tc,iSlics of the text are impo~lant. It'is 
e;L~ier to select imDortant ideas from 
certJin types of text, such a.,;; na~[ative.'), 

! 	than from others, such as .expositions. I 
Also, the longer the text, the more I 
selection and condensation are re- , 
quired. And the more complex the I 
text, the more judgments are needed . 
to decide which ideas are important. 

Second, the presence or absence of 
the teAt while summarizing can influ­
ence the' necessary thinking. If stu­
dents are allowed to look at the text 
while summarizing, u'ley will have 
more "mental space" for the selection 
and condensation processes. If the text 
is absent, text may be reduced for the 
wrong reason-Simple forgetting, 
rather than deliberate elimination. 

The summary writer 

must decide what to 

include, what to 

eliminate, how to 

reword or reorganize 

information, and 

how to ensure that 

the summary is true 

to the original's 

illea.:rtiJ."'lg . 


Finally, the purposes of the sum­
mary itself affect the thinking needed 
to produce one. Summaries' fall into 
two broad categories: those produced 
for one.')elf (writer-based summaries) 
and those produced for others (read­
er-based summaries). These two l}?es 
of summaries are typically produced 
in different ways (Hidi and Arlderson 
1987). 

A writer-based summary is written 
to help the writer un~erstand a text or 
to provide a written record of impor­
tant pam of a text. In these cases, the 
writer is usually unfamiliar with the 
text. He or she is likely to process 
small bits of text while writing, with­
out much concern about gramm:nical 
errors, sentence form, or length . 

A reader-based summary, on the 
other hand, is produced for someone 
else. Il'i purpose varies from simply 
demonstrating one's ability to summa­
rize (as for a school a5.'iigrlmem) to 
trying to stimulate interest in a text (as 
in arl abstract of an article). the 
sLlmmary writer must be quite familiar 
with the text. The writer's strategy 
would probably require reading 
through the text several times, then 
writing a summctry based on large 
chunk." or on all of it, with consider­
able concern fo, grammctr, .sentence 
form, and length. 

How Summarizing Skills. 
Develop . 
There is no doubt that people iOlprove 
at summarizing as they grow older. 
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However, while good summ:.lrizers 
are invari:.lbiy older, poor summariz­
ers m:ly be found :It any age. 

Perhaps the .rr:ajor difference be­
tween adults' and children's summa­

skills is the :lbiliry to seleee the 
impon::!nl iue:.ls in a text in 
press). E:.lrly elementary school chil­
dren know that :.l summar; should be 
sho~ter than the origin:.ll text; but in 
writing summ:lries, they :lre confused 
:Ibout vvhat 1O include. They focus on 
unusual ideJ3 rather th:ln on impor­
C:.lnt ones. By 5, children men­
tion that a summary should include 
important pointS, bu't they don't actu­
:.tlly include those points in their sum­
maries. In fact, the abiliry to summ:.l­
rize dev(:'lops so th::u even 
schooistudentS are nO[ at it 
(Brown and Day 1983, Garner 1982, 
Ha~e and Borchardt 1984). Garner 
(1985) found th:.lt 9th and 11th grade 
stucients were more ::l\vare than 
you:lger children of the r.eed 1O in­
clude impom.nr inform:.ltio:l but still 
hJd trouble so :lnd that oniy :.It 
the COllege did this problem 
disappe:.lf. 

Knowing how to condense is also a 
p~oblem for young childre:1. While 
they usually reduce text slightly when 
asked to summarize, they do so by 
deleting some m:.lterial and copyi:1g 
the ~est. Older child~en delete mate­
ri::.tl and begin to comJense related 
ideas :.lnd D:.lY 1 Hahn and 
Go'dman ]983, Winc)g:-ad ]984). Only 
adults rypic:.ltly cOl1s~ruct gener:..ll rep­
resen[:.ltiO:1s and replace s;Jecific CO:1­
tent in their sumr:laries 
1983 ). 

The str:ltegy of selecting topic sen­
rences in o~der to summarize is not 
within the repertoire of young chil­
e,en. Creating such sentences, when 

are not icilly Slated in the 
text, is a prohiem even for 
stuuents. Only expert w:-iters 
shown gre:.lt ski l! in inventing 
sente:lces JrounJ which rhey 
their summaries (Brown and 

G:lrner :lnt1 i\:cCdeh 1 
0: the rurposes 

of l:tte. 
Oider students beco:ne aware of how 

students are not so sophisticued 
(Brown and Day 

How Summariz.ing Has 
Been Taught 
i1.ese:lrch shows three trends in the 
re:.lching of summarization. One is 
teaching a set of summ2.rization rules 
to be JPplied to texts (Brown and 
1983), Another is the use of summariz­
ing as a way of monitoring arld ensur­
ing comprehension (Palinscar 1985, 
Palinscar and Brow:1 1985, Roehler 
and Dutfy 1984). A increasingly 
popular approach is to teach textbook 
contenr wich the use of sumr.,Jrizing 
techniques to ensure that the conrenr 
is understood. Here, gr.:tphic organizers 
such J.s cha:-..s Jnd mJtrices have been 
particularly effective (Chicago Board of 
Educadon 1984, et ai. 1985). A 
fw.ler descriotion of these tecn.T1iques 
may be foun'd in Dinzerrsions Th;'nk­
ing (Marz:rno et al. 1988). 

What Teachers Can Do 
w11ile re..se-Jrchers have been interested 
in summarizl:1g, this interest has been 
slow to influence the classroom. Te:.ch­
er5' guides are r.,eginning to provide 
guidelines ror te:.ching studem.s (0 

duce summaries (Bereiler et a1. 
The following recommendations in­

corporate the findings of summ:1riZ:ltion 
research. These techniques are in­
tended for very studenrs but are 
:liso approrri:lte S0JdenlS :.lge 
who h:Ive not le-Jrned to summorize, 

Choose the right text 
Text characteristics inf1uence 
how well Studenl) summ3.rize. To en· 
su~e that a text is simple enough for 
beginning :;ummarizers: 

• OJoose a shOTt excerpt. Students 
C:.l:1 SUmm:.lflZlng early if 
they work with short text segments, 
Identifyi:lg topic sentences :.lnti deter­

m:.li:1 ide:l.) are e:.lSier when 

lexr. Sru­
dems s:tould firs: summarize r,;lrra­
rives becJuse are less difficu:t. 
SummJrizatio::i sessions shou,d 

discussions about how 
rile students summJrized and Wh~lt 

inform:Eion thev considered impor· 
tam and why. Such reflection is richer 
when StU(le~ts ore dealing with a [ext 

readily understand. Once Stu­
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denL'i C:ln summarize narratives, they 
can move On to more djfficult genres. 

OX)Qse Cl: less compleX l;'':: Stu­
dems should first summarize textS :h:.lt 
have fo.rniiiJr concepts and ide'J.s. Tnese 
texts Silould also be well or~f1n~zed so 
that imporcant te;-., elements are dbvious 
(Armbruster 1984) Once S0Jc!entS h:.lve 
o sense of what 0 well text is 
like, meyem more easily 
ma::-ize difficult texts. 

Let students see the text while 
summarizing 
To remember a text :.lnd summarize jI 

at [he same time mJV be too much to 
ask of a beginner. If studentS wn look 
:It [he text while the',' can 
more check their underswnd-

Later, studentS may beg:n to sum­
marize withoU( the text in vie,\,. 

Stress author imDortance 
The mOSt critical skill in summ3~izing 
is to determine what is import:.lm in a 
text. Studer.ts must learn (ha[ :.l SU01­

m:.lry should [r.dude information im­
portan! /0 /be au/bOT oj tbe {ext, This 

m:.ly seem obvious, but it is nO( 
m:.lde clear in cl:lssrooms. 

Teachers often ask studentS to focus 
on info~m:.ltion, \vi[hout 
clarifying to whom the information 
should be important-students, [e'Jcher, 
0:- 3uthor. Teachers should also 
studenls ci Lles as to how (0 determine 

tt:e :.luthor. Armbruster 
de­

use surr,rrl~\riZ:.Hion [0 [eSt 8nd 
hut younger 
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personal accounts. SecomJ, 
these summaries are useful as a study 
tooL where the summarizer need he 

only with personal study 
Third, since they are easier 

to write, such summ~lries provide a 
stepping stone to more tormal sum­
marization. Thus, allowing students to 
write summaries for themselves first is 
another way to ea.<;e the difficu:ties of 
writing n:ader-ha.'ied summaries. 

Extend skills try baving 
students summarize Jor 
otbers 
Once:: students can rroduce their own 
sunm'laries, the teacher is ready to 
move Oil to reader-based suml.',aries. 
All the early learning will he useful, 
because all the skills and strategies 
needed in writing a summary for one­
self are needed in writing a summary 
for others. A summary for others, how­
ever, must he a finished, poiished piece 
of writing. The tcache::r ncell, to empha­
size four additional considerations to 

I 	 m()ve .'ituJenl~ from writer-based to 
reader-h~l'ied summarization: summary 
length, knowledge of material, mechan­
ics of writing, and audience, 

• Summary lenglb, A summary for 
others may be shorter [h,l:1 a summary 
for oneself. Allow personal summaries 
to he longer at first. 

., K1lOu,ledp,e ofm.ateria! . .AJthough it 
is im;xlrtJnt to comprehend the te:xt 
when writi:1g a summary for one's own 
use, extensive knowledge of the text is 
not necessar!. If the te:lCher seleCt.'i ea~­
ier texts at fiN, students will not need to 
study the text intensely in order to sum­
marii-e. bter, student.'i can be trained to 
reread and review material in order to 
prepa,e a summary for others. 

o iVledJanics of !I.,n'ling. A summary 
for one.'ielf is personal and need not 
he mechanically perfect. In eady sum­
maries, teachers should encourage 
students to concentrate on sumr.1ariz;l-

I tion and not to wor;-)' about mechan­
I ic'). Liter, mechanics C1I1 he included 
, ;'\$ part of the proofreading and revi­

sion proces.';es involved in writ­
ing for others. 

II AlIdir.."1'lce. The main audience of a 
writer-b~L'ied summarY is t:1e wiiter. In 
preparing a summarY for oneself, it is 
important to :1cknowiedge what the 
awhor considered importam, to elim­
inate unnecessary m;J,teria~, and to sim­

p;ify in keeping with persona! needs 
and interests, Once students can write 
summaries that .,atisfy their own 
needs, the needs of others can be 

,emrhasized. 

Start Early for Success Later 
The recommendations offered here 
Jre especi::.dly arprorriate for getting 
started. Teachers can make the task of 
surnm:1rizing easy enough for a oegin­
ner to master the basics, hut shouid 
then increase the dHficultv of the task 
until students achieve exr~rt status. To 
foster exren summarizing, teachers 
snocIld rresent studenl, with some 
form of the activity from the eadle;;t 
years of literacy. Then teachers should 
continually reinforce summariz:1tion 
skills throughout instruction. By fol­
lowing these precepts, teachers wili 
help tileir students develop an ability 
that many adults l:1ck.D 
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