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Summarizing and Paraphrasing

A.  Summarizing

When I was a student, I often had to do book reports.  A very important part of these book
reports was explaining my opinions about the book and perhaps discussing themes and
metaphors.  However, first I had to tell the basic story of the book to prove to the teacher
that I read it.  This is a summary.

When you summarize something (a book, a movie, an in-class discussion) it is important
that you describe all the main points without wasting time on specific details.  The summary
of a movie like Star Wars could be an extended paragraph...

A small group of rebels is fighting against an evil empire.  The Empire was developing a
massive weapon called the Death Star that had enough power to destroy and entire
planet.  However, the rebels stole the plans for the Death Star but before they could get
those plans to safety, they were captured by Darth Vader.  The plans, together with a
message for Obi-wan Kenobi, were hidden in a droid, which was then sent to a nearby
planet.  The droid was eventually bought by a farmer who had a nephew named Luke
Skywalker, but the droid ran away to find Obi-wan Kenobi.  While Luke searched for the
droid, his aunt and uncle were killed by agents of the Empire who were looking for the
droid with the plans.

With no family left, Luke decided to help Obi-wan Kenobi find the princess in the video
and save the rebellion, but he had to leave his planet, Tatooine.  In order to do this, they
hired a smuggler named Han Solo to take them to a planet called Alderan, where the
princess lived.  However, before they could reach Alderan, the planet was destroyed in
the first test of the Death Star.

Luke, Obi-wan Kenobi and Han Solo, along with his partner Chewbacca and two droids
(R2D2 and C3PO) were captured by the Empire and taken aboard the Death Star.  There,
they discovered that Princess Leia was being held captive, so they decided to rescue her. 
Eventually they were successful, but Obi-wan Kenobi allowed himself to be killed by Darth
Vader in order to help them escape.  But they didn’t really escape.  A tracking device was
put on their ship that allowed the Empire to follow them to the secret rebel base.

Their only hope of survival was to use the plans hidden in R2D2 was to destroy the Death
Star before it could destroy the planet the rebel base was on.  In one of the greatest aerial
battle scenes ever filmed, against all odds, Luke Skywalker was able to make an amazing
shot by using the Force, a mystical power used by Jedi knights, and destroy the Death
Star.

A summary of the same movie can also be as short as one sentence.

Star Wars is a movie about a young man and his journey from a mind numbing life on a
remote planet to a mystical Jedi knight who saves the galaxy from an Evil Empire.

The key to a good summary is making sure that all the information
in the summary is “on the same level.”  Imagine an outline of an
essay.

The Roman numerals (I, II, III...)  represent the most general
information, very often the topic sentence.  Upper case letters (A,
B, C...)  represent details that support the topic sentence.  Arabic

numerals (1, 2, 3...)  give specific details for the supporting idea and so on.  A good
summary of an essay would include all the information at the Roman numeral level, but it
would not include information at the upper case level.



The outline of an entire book would have sections at the Roman numeral level, chapters at
the uppercase letter level, chapter sections at the Arabic numeral level and paragraphs at
the lowercase letter level.  A summary of a chapter would include information at the Arabic
numeral level (1, 2, 3...)  but nothing from either the uppercase letter level (A, B, C...)  or the
lowercase letter level (a, b, c...)

To write a good summary, decide how specific you want to be and stick to it.

Exercise 1
Write a summary of the following essay.

“Do you need a bag?”  A Choice Between Life and Death
     –  By: William Calvin Hamilton

When society has decided to blame all of it's fears, and insecurities upon people of
color, I find it necessary to take every precaution to avoid potential trouble before it can
start. Thus, I use plastic bags.

Sunday, I was at the cash register at the Dollar store, and the cashier asked this
question of the man in front of me. 'Would you like a bag?' The cashier was black, and
the customer was black. He responded: 'Yes, I would like a bag, and a receipt.'

For me, I can't imagine leaving a store without a bag, and a receipt. I need to be able
to prove that I paid for what I bought way before I reach the surveillance cameras. I need
to do everything that I can in order to avoid being attacked by police, accused of stealing,
or being publicly shamed.

Whenever I leave a store, I hold up my receipt in front of the camera, so that, it is
crystal clear that I have paid for my items. This is the only way that I actually feel safe
shopping at a store.

I watch my white friends shop, and often times they do not ask for a bag. They often
do not pay too much attention to the receipt. I have watched them crumple up their
receipts, and leave them at the cash register. Sometimes, they leave the store without a
receipt altogether.

These conversations are always difficult for me. My friends always tell me about the
environment, and the landfills. I find it difficult to explain my terror around leaving a
grocery store without a bag. For me, the environmental crises is right now. For me, the
bag is like having life insurance because my life actually depends upon it.

The bag functions as my can of mace, black belt in martial arts, and as a weapon to
deter people from harming me. I find that I cling onto these bags like a person who has
just received his freedom. I feel both liberated, and free, when I hold a bag in my hands.

I did buy some non disposable bags, but I can't always remember to bring them with
me.

To those that disagree with plastic bags, I agree with you that there is a cost to the
environment. I agree that there is a cost to our air, to our land, and to our future. It pains
me to have to prove myself, in this way. However, I will say that by not having a bag that
there is a cost to my environment.

Racism takes it's toll on our planet, on our environment, and on our future.
Unfortunately, for some of us, the bag represents a future that is now. Without the bag, I
fear that there won't be a future. So, I choose the bag, in order to choose my safety, &
security.

How many plastic bags is a black man's life worth?

Exercise 2
Write a summary of the video.

Brown Eyes and Blue Eyes: A Racism Experiment

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oGvoXeXCoUY


B.  Paraphrasing

A very big issue in academic institutions is plagiarizing, which means to take someone
else’s ideas and present them as your own.  A common form of plagiarism is copying and
pasting a Wikipedia article in lieu of actually writing a research paper.  However, this does
not mean you cannot use another person’s ideas in your own writing.  In fact, you should
always include expert opinions when you write.  Just remember to do two of three things.

The first thing you must do is cite your source.  This could be as simple mentioning the
name of the person or source you got the information from.  “According to CNN...” or “The
president of the university announced today that...”  For more academic work, you must
create a citation in which you say exactly where you got the information from, including the
author’s name, publication name, article title, date of publication and even page number or
URL.  How you will provide this information depends on the style sheet your school or
department uses.

The second thing you must do is decide how you are going to include the expert information
in your writing.  The first and simplest way to do this is a direct quote.  Take the exact
words of the author and put them in quotation marks.

One of the most inspiring quotes I have ever read is from Nelson Mandela.  "The greatest
glory in living lies not in never falling, but in rising every time we fall."

When you add a direct quote, every letter, every punctuation mark must be exactly the
same as the original quote.  There are rules about how to make minor changes to a direct
quote, but they are not important for now.  Keep in mind that it is not good to use lots of
direct quotes, never more than 20% of your essay.  Even that might be too much.

The other way to add someone else’s ideas is to paraphrase.  When you paraphrase, you
take their ideas but put them in your own words.  It is very important to remember that you
must not change or remove any of the author’s original information.  Here is an example of
bad paraphrasing.

I completely agree with Nelson Mandela when he said that success in life does not mean
that we never fall, but that we rise whenever we fall.

In this bad paraphrase, I changed a couple of words, like glory to success, and I changed
some grammatical structures, a preposition-gerund construction to a noun clause. 
However, the majority of the quote is too close to the original.  A well-paraphrased piece of
information will have all the information but will have completely different structure and
vocabulary.  For example:

I try to live my life according to a great piece of wisdom from Nelson Mandela.  Being
successful does not mean that I never fail.  Being successful means that when I fail, I get
up again and keep trying.

The key to good paraphrasing is synonyms.  Start by changing key words, like glory to
successful (which also changes a noun to and adjective), fall fo fail and rise to get up again. 
Unless you use a lot of synonyms, you run the risk of being accused of plagiarism. 
Changing parts of speech and word order is not enough.

Second-language learners have one very simple way to avoid plagiarism.  Take notes in
your first language.  You could even write your outline in your first language.  Then,
“translate” your notes/outline when you write your first draft.  Never, ever copy and paste
information directly into your writing and then try to “paraphrase.”  Most likely, whatever you
do to change the original will not be enough.



Exercise 3
Choose five of the following quotes and paraphrase them.  Start by finding synonyms
for key words.  Include the name of the person who made the quote.

1. "If you look at what you have in life, you'll always have more. If you look at what you
don't have in life, you'll never have enough." – Oprah Winfrey (American celebrity and
entrepreneur)

2. "If you set your goals ridiculously high and it's a failure, you will fail above everyone
else's success." – James Cameron (American film director)

3. "Whoever is happy will make others happy too." – Anne Frank (writer of a famous WWII
diary)

4. "Life is really simple, but we insist on making it complicated." – Confucius (Chinese
philosopher)

5. "Keep smiling, because life is a beautiful thing and there's so much to smile about." –
Marilyn Monroe (American actress)

6. "You have brains in your head. You have feet in your shoes. You can steer yourself any
direction you choose." – Dr. Seuss (Children’s book author)

7. "If you really look closely, most overnight successes took a long time." – Steve Jobs
(Flounder of Apple)

8. "Success seems to be connected with action. Successful people keep moving. They
make mistakes but they don't quit." – Conrad Hilton (Founder of Hilton Hotels)

9. "I have learned over the years that when one's mind is made up, this diminishes fear." –
Rosa Parks (American civil rights activist)

10. "If you're offered a seat on a rocket ship, don't ask what seat! Just get on." – Sheryl
Sandberg (CEO of Facebook)

Exercise 4
Choose three of the following quotes and paraphrase them.  Start by finding
synonyms for key words.

1. “While there is substantial evidence that grammar instruction results in learning as
measured by discrete-point language tests (e.g., the grammar test in the TOEFL), there
is much less evidence to show that it leads to the kind of learning that enables learners
to perform the targeted form in free oral production.”

2. “...extensive studies of French immersion programs have shown that despite ample
opportunities of exposure to meaningful content, students do not fully acquire many
aspects of the target language available in the input...”

3. “...while instructed language learning may not have major effects on the sequence of
acquisition, it has significant effects on the rate of acquisition and the attainment of
accuracy.”

4. “[C]lassroom data from a number of studies offer support for the view that form-focused
instruction and corrective feedback provided within the context of a communicative
program are more effective in promoting second language learning than programs which
are limited to an exclusive emphasis on accuracy on the one hand or an exclusive
emphasis on fluency on the other.”



5. If the goal of second language learning is to develop communicative competence and to
enable learners to use language accurately and fluently for real communicative
purposes, a focus on grammar must be incorporated into L2 communicative instruction.

6. “In designing task-based instruction, there must be a balance between a focus on
grammar forms and a focus on communication.”

7. Larsen-Freemen (2003) has recently referred to learning grammar skills as grammaring,
a process whereby the learner becomes able to make use of grammar communicatively
(i.e., to use it not only accurately but also meaningfully and a appropriately)
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1Quotes taken from Teaching Grammar in Second Language Classrooms:
Integrating Form Focused Instruction in Communicative Context by Hossein Nassaji and
Sandra Fotos.


