Four Easy Teaching Strategies for Summarizing Skills

Summarizing is a life-long skill that greatly affects student learning. It is also a skill that students struggle with significantly. One of the worst consequences of a lack of summarizing skills is the ease with which students will mistakenly plagiarize. Early in my teaching career, I noticed that when students were assigned a summarizing assignment, they would simply copy sentences from the book – rearranged. Rather than read a sentence and tell it in their own words, they simply switched the wording around.

Not only were they simply copying, they were doing it poorly. When I’d question their methodology and suggest that they were plagiarizing, they were adamant that they were not plagiarizing because what they wrote did not look exactly the same as the text from which they were copying. Finally, through trial and error, I discovered that if students read a paragraph, then covered it, then stated what they read in one sentence, they could often summarize the paragraph in their own words.

Summarizing allows students to re-frame their understanding by identifying key facts and concepts, filing information away in long-term memory in a more concise way. Much research has been done on the efficacy of summarizing. Marzano, Pickering, and Pollack do an excellent job of compiling and presenting that research in teacher-friendly terms.

Four great ways to teach summarizing skills to your students:

1. Story Retell – This strategy helps students identify main ideas. You can use it with a story that the class recently read, a movie, or something as basic as a fairy tale. The key is to choose something that all students are familiar with so that everyone can participate in a whole class environment.

Have students stand in a circle and give one student a soft ball. The student holding the ball begins to retell the story with one sentence. This student then throws the ball to another student, who tells another important part of the story. The activity continues until the end of the story is reached.

2. Delete-Substitute-Keep Strategy – Place a sample article on an overhead projector or computer display so that all students can see clearly. Read the article aloud and then have students reread the article silently. Then, turn off the projector and ask students to write one sentence to summarize the article.

Next, turn the projector back on and have students give suggestions for which unnecessary words or sentences could be deleted from the article to summarize it. Go through the article and substitute super-ordinate terms (such as‘trees’ for pines, oaks, and maples). Finally, reread the article without all of the deleted words and find the one sentence summary written by a student that best functions as a topic sentence for your new summary.

3. Jigsaw – The Jigsaw Strategy is a great way to help students practice summarization skills. Each student (or group) is assigned a section of an article, chapter, or book (the whole puzzle). They are responsible for reading that section (their piece) and teaching the rest of the class about their part. By teaching it to others, they will have to convey clearly the main ideas of their reading to ensure that all students understand all pieces of the puzzle.

If students do this correctly, they will have a complete understanding of the entire reading, even though they did not read the entire piece themselves. They will love not having to read the entire passage and thus will be motivated to do a good job!

4. Blind Summarizing – In my work teaching summarizing skills to students with learning challenges, I struggled to find a way to help them summarize without repeating what they read verbatim. Finally, one day, when at my wits end, I told a student to read a paragraph.

After he read the paragraph, I made him flip the book over. Once he could not see the text, I asked, “Now, tell me what you read in one sentence.” It worked. Some students would initially go blank. However, with persistence, modeling, and practice, students started to be successful with reading one paragraph and then summarizing it in one sentence without that paragraph in view.

I taught my students that if they could summarize each paragraph they read in one sentence, verbally, and then write it down on paper, they would have a summary of a page or an article when they were done without the danger of plagiarizing. With continual practice, by the end of a semester, all my students could write a summary of an article without plagiarizing.
Copyright © 2016, Susan Fitzell & Aim Hi Educational Programs, LLC.  First Published April 21, 2016.

#####

Susan Fitzell, M. Ed, CSP, is a nationally recognized presenter, author of nine books for teachers, trainers, and parents, an educational consultant, and CEO of Aim Hi Educational Programs, LLC. As an independent consultant and coach, Susan offers the personalization, continuity, and consistency necessary for true change in any organization. She works side by side with teachers, school administrators, and business leaders as a coach and trainer, employing Brain Power strategies that take learning to the next level.
For more information, visit Susan's website at www.susanfitzell.com.
Permission to Reprint

Aim Hi Educational Programs
PO Box 6182
Manchester, NH 03108

1. Permission to reprint articles by Susan Fitzell, at no charge is granted with the agreement that: 

· The article bio be included following each article used.

· One copy of the publication in which the article is published be provided to Susan Fitzell.

· A fee per article will be expected for articles published without the closing bio and contact information; $300.

2. Permission is also granted for reasonable: 

· Editing content and industry specific example exchange.

· Length.

· Article title change.

3. Electronic publishing of articles must include a live, click-able link to http://www.susanfitzell.com

Any questions, please email to sfitzell@susanfitzell.com.
