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“AS

YOU READ THIS BOOK, PLEASE STOP AT REGULAR INTERVALS AND SUM-

MARIZE WHAT YOU’VE READ.”

For some readers, such a task is sensible, even enjoyable. They know a
variety of summarization techniques, and they’ve experienced the illumination that comes from successfully summarizing material.
The rest of us may wonder if all that work is necessary. Isn’t it enough
just to read the book? We have a lot of pages to get through and that
great idea we’re looking for may be coming up soon. Besides, we have so
much else to do too. The dishes stacked in the sink aren’t going to wash
themselves.
Most teachers will agree that our students are usually of the latter disposition—meaning they’re ready to do anything except summarize.
Copying a page from the dictionary is preferable to summarizing a page
in their history book. What’s important and what’s not, they wonder.
What if they don’t get it all? What if they include too much? What’s the
main idea of this paragraph? What are the supporting details? How do
they (and why should they) restate the sentence in a new way when the
author has already said it as clearly as anyone can? A lack of clarity and
specific methods can give any instructional strategy a bad reputation;
with summarization, they can be deal breakers.
First, what is summarization? It is restating the essence of text or an
experience in as few words as possible or in a new, yet efficient, manner.
Many students and teachers assume that summarization must be done in
writing—either with a pencil and paper or on a keyboard. This assumption misses summarization’s great dexterity. Yes, it can be done in writing,
but also orally, dramatically, artistically, visually, physically, musically, in
groups, or individually. Summarization is one of the most underused
teaching techniques we have today, yet research has shown that it yields
some of the greatest leaps in comprehension and long-term retention of
information.
Robert Marzano, Debra Pickering, and Jane Pollock (2001) cite extensive research studies in their book, Classroom Instruction That Works:
Research-Based Strategies for Increasing Student Achievement, to prove summarization is among the top nine most effective teaching strategies in the
history of education. Specifically, pages 29–48 on summarizing and notetaking; pages 72–83 on nonlinguistic representations; and pages 111–120
on cues, questions, and advanced organizers provide ample evidence of
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the learning power of summarizing and the advantages of actively processing information, rather than just receiving it passively. This book and
the accompanying A Handbook for Classroom Instruction That Works (2002)
are highly recommended, both as a rationale for summarizing and as a
source of tips on how to do it well.
Some readers are aware of the evidence that cognitive theory provides
to support the pedagogical power of summarization. One element of cognitive theory that seems particularly consistent with summarization is the
primacy–recency effect (Sousa, 2003) or, as some refer to it, Prime 1 and
Prime 2. The primacy–recency effect says that we remember best what we
experience first in a lesson, and we remember second best what we experience last. A good teacher, then, exposes students to most of the big
truths of each lesson within the first 10 minutes or so of the class
and then reviews those truths again at the end. This approach makes
sense. Think about how our own teachers taught us to make persuasive
speeches: put the strongest evidence for our argument at the beginning,
they said, and repeat that evidence at the end. Because people wouldn’t
remember the middle portion as well, that was the place for less-thanpowerful information.
By structuring lessons to embrace the primacy–recency effect, we
teachers can change what our students will remember. For example, if
Mario’s teacher begins a lesson with management and clerical tasks, such
as checking homework, taking attendance, making announcements, and
collecting permission slips, students will move the information associated
with those tasks into their long-term memory. So when Mom asks, “What
did you learn in school today?” Mario will respond, “Sheila was absent, I
missed six of the math problems, and Friday is Funny Hat Day. Hey,
Mom, does Dad have a funny hat I can wear?”
If Mario’s teacher had structured the class around primacy–recency,
thus exposing students to the big concepts of the day during the first 10
minutes, Mario would have responded a little differently to his mom’s
inquiry: “We learned how to figure out the surface area of a cylinder. You
find the area of the top circle, then multiply it by two, next find the area
of the rectangle that wraps around the middle, and, finally, add its area to
the circle’s area.” This response might sound like a teacher’s fantasy, but
the technique really works. When you hit the key concepts first and last
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thing in your lessons, those ideas are what students will retain. The clerical and management peripherals won’t get in the way.
That last portion of class is critical. Ideally, this time should be set
aside for reflection and summarization. Little learning occurs as a result of
instruction alone. The kind of true learning that lasts will occur only if
we apply newly acquired concepts outside of the initial learning experience, and if we spend time reflecting on and processing what we’ve
learned. That expanded knowledge is what summarization is all about.
From an instructional standpoint, this step takes conviction. You
must be willing to stop your lesson early and summarize, even if you
haven’t taught your final point. To summon the courage to do this, ask
yourself, “Am I teaching so that students will learn, or am I teaching so
that I can cover the required material?” If you truly care about what students take with them at the end of the school year, then it’s easier to
choose summarization and reflection activities over coverage. Think
about it: covering something can also mean “removing it from view.”
What teacher wants to conceal the Bill of Rights, the body’s metabolism,
literary devices, chemical equations, and geometry from students?
Unfortunately, when you don’t provide students with the time they need
to reflect on such topics and to reach and apply new understandings, you
limit their learning.
In a typical school week, can you summarize every lesson every day?
No. Life gets in the way. Fire drills, assemblies, extended class discussions,
surprise visits from parents or administrators, computer crashes, and 50
other interruptions can occur. Nonetheless, you should always have summarization as a goal. If you and your students get in three good summarization activities between Monday and Friday, you’ve had a good week.
There used to be a television commercial about orange juice with the
tag line, “Orange juice: It’s not just for breakfast any more.” The same can
be said of summarization. Even though it’s a good way to end a lesson,
it’s not just for the end of lessons. Use summarization structures to preassess students before teaching them; then use students’ responses to
inform and change your instruction. Use summarization techniques in
the midst of a unit to help students monitor their own comprehension
and to generate feedback for you on how their comprehension is developing. And, of course, use summarization after a learning experience so
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students can process or make sense of what has been learned and can
move the material into long-term memory.
Lecturing is one place teachers can see the power of frequent summarization. Although lecturing is a common practice, particularly in high
school, research tells us that information students take in via a typical,
45-minute lecture is not likely to make it to long-term memory (Sousa,
2001b). In contrast, lectures that are delivered in “chunks,” instead of one
long whole, result in a tremendous amount of information moving to
long-term memory. Chunking a lecture means the teacher speaks for
approximately 15 minutes (6 to 7 minutes in the primary grades), then
pauses and facilitates a summarizing or processing experience about the
information just presented. Such summarizations can last from 1 to 10
minutes, as necessary. Then the teacher continues the lecture.
One reason a chunked lecture works for information retention is
because it “psychs out” the brain, making it feel as if it’s no longer at the
saturation point. It has room to contemplate more because it has placed
the recent material into a metaphorical file for safekeeping and future
retrieval. Leaving the summarization for the end of our 45-minute or
longer lecture does not result in the same amount of mastery as smaller
summaries throughout the class. We summarize en route to mastery.
Another place in which we can see summarization’s power is a “Ropes
Initiatives” or “Project Adventure” course. Anyone who has navigated
12-foot walls, whipped down zip wires in harnesses, or passed through
openings in a roped “spider web” without ringing the attached bell
knows that real learning doesn’t occur while you are doing the thing
itself. Learning comes in the debriefing afterward, when the instructor
helps the members of the group process what they have accomplished:
How did you solve the problem? What hindered the group’s arriving at a
workable solution? How did Jennifer’s suggestion add to Karen’s? What
would you do differently next time? What does this activity teach us
about teamwork?
You might begin to explain the value of summarization to your students by talking about one of its clear applications: writing news articles.
Relating what has been observed or experienced in a clear, succinct manner for a particular audience is a helpful skill to master. Furthermore, in
almost all of today’s high tech companies, employees must be able to
read or perceive something, then make sense of it by manipulating the
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information, regrouping it, and applying it to a new situation. That
process is similar to the one reporters use to relate the news.
Summarization is a real-world skill.
Students today must learn facts, of course, but they must also be
skilled “information archeologists.” They must dig for information, make
sense of it, and attach meaning to it. They’re charged with getting the
main ideas as well as their supportive details, the principle arguments as
well as their evidence. One of the greatest gifts we can give to students,
then, is to teach them (1) how to identify salient information, no matter
what subject we teach or how we present it, and (2) how to structure that
information for meaning and successful application. Summarizing is a
learned process of deleting, substituting, and keeping information
(Marzano et al., 2001). The trick is to see summarization beyond “a nice
idea if we had time to use it” . . . or another ineffective add-on for an
already bursting curriculum . . . or something associated with writing
that we don’t want to impose on our students or on our limited grading
energy.
We shouldn’t tell students to summarize information just so they will
be able to retell it; there’s no point to “just retelling,” and our students
are not parrots-in-training. We should teach students to summarize with
the awareness that it is a strategy that will open a topic for their minds
and will make the content stick. It leads students to the comprehension
and retention that is the goal of learning, the goal of every teacher. In
Parts 2 and 3, we’ll explore how easy, varied, and effective summarizing
can be.
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