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Making the Case 

for Summarization
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2 SUMMARIZATION IN ANY SUBJECT

“As you read this book, please stop at regular intervals and sum-
marize what you’ve read.”

For some readers, summarizing is a sensible, even enjoyable task. They know 
a variety of summarization strategies, and they’ve experienced the illumina-
tion that comes from successful summarization of material. For the rest of 
us, however, we wonder if all that work is necessary, and hey, the dishes in the 
sink aren’t going to clean themselves. Better get up and do them fi rst.

Our students are often of the latter disposition, willing to do any home-
work task except summarize. They’ll gladly copy a page of the dictionary 
before summarizing a page of the history book. Summarizing is a fuzzy pro-
cess for them: “I don’t know what’s important and what’s not.” “What if I don’t 
get it all?” “What if I include too much?” “What’s the main idea of this para-
graph?” “What are the supporting details?” “How do I restate the sentence in 
a new way when the author already said it as clearly as anyone can?” “Can’t we 
just do a Google doc together?” Lack of clarity and specifi c methods give any 
strategy a bad reputation.

Summarizing—restating the essence of text or experience in as few words 
as possible, or in a new but effi  cient manner—is fi ltered by our intended audi-
ence and purpose in summarizing. PBS’s wonderful Reading Rockets website 
for young readers (www.readingrockets.org) declares, “Summarizing teaches 
students how to discern the most important ideas in a text, how to ignore 
irrelevant information, and how to integrate the central ideas in a meaning-
ful way. Teaching students to summarize improves their memory of what is 
read.”

Many students and teachers, however, assume that summarization must 
be done in writing. It’s immediately seen as an activity requiring pencil and 
paper or a keyboard. This assumption does not account for summarization’s 
great dexterity, however. It can be done in many formats: orally, dramati-
cally, artistically, visually, physically, musically, in groups, and individually, 
in addition to the varied written formats. Summarization is one of the most 
underutilized teaching techniques we have today, and yet it yields some of the 
greatest leaps in comprehension and long-term retention of information. It’s 
worth restructuring our lessons to provide summarization experiences. 
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MAKING THE CASE FOR SUMMARIZATION  3

Rationale for Using Summarization

Robert Marzano, Debra Pickering, and Jane Pollock cite extensive research 
studies in their book, Classroom Instruction That Works: Research-based 
Strategies for Increasing Student Achievement (2004), that prove summariza-
tion to be among the top nine most eff ective teaching strategies in the history 
of education. Specifi cally, pages 29–48 (on summarizing and note taking), 
72–83 (on nonlinguistic representations), and 111–120 (on cues, questions, 
and advanced organizers) provide ample evidence for the learning power of 
summarizing and actively processing information, not just receiving it pas-
sively. The book and the accompanying handbook are highly recommended, 
both to clarify the rationale for summarizing and for tips on how to do it well.

Cognitive theory provides evidence of the power of summarization. One 
element of cognitive theory that is particularly consistent with summariza-
tion is the primacy–recency eff ect (Sousa, 2003) or, as some writers refer to 
it, Prime 1 and Prime 2. The eff ect is simple: we remember best what we fi rst 
experience in a lesson, and we remember second best what we experience 
last. Good teachers, then, expose students to most of the big truths of their 
lessons in the fi rst 10 minutes or so and then review them at the end. This 
makes sense. When we were in school ourselves and we were taught where to 
place our evidence in persuasive essays and speeches, we were told to put our 
strongest evidence at the beginning and the end of the essay or speech. The 
middle was not as well remembered, and so anything that wasn’t a powerful 
supporting detail should go there.

If we structure our lessons to embrace the primacy–recency eff ect, it 
changes what students get from our lessons. For example, if we begin the les-
son with management and clerical tasks such as checking homework, getting 
students access to the server, taking attendance, making announcements, and 
collecting permission slips, students move the information associated with 
these tasks to long-term memory. When a student’s mother asks, “What did 
you learn in school today?” later that afternoon, the child is likely to respond 
this way: “Sheila was absent, I missed six of the math problems, the server 
was down, and Friday is Funny Hat Day. Mom, does Dad have a funny hat I 
can wear?”
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4 SUMMARIZATION IN ANY SUBJECT

If a child is in a classroom structured around the primacy–recency eff ect, 
in which the teacher exposes students to the big concepts being taught that 
day in the fi rst 10 minutes, then when the child’s mother inquires as to what 
the child learned, the child responds, “We learned how to fi gure out the sur-
face area of a cylinder. You just fi nd the area of the top circle, multiple it by 
two, then fi nd the area of the rectangle that wraps around the middle and add 
its area to the circle’s area.” This sounds like a teacher fantasy, but it’s true; 
students are able to articulate the concepts they learned that day. The clerical 
and management peripherals don’t get in the way.

There’s a catch, however: the last 7 to 10 minutes of class. We have to pro-
vide time for refl ection and summarization. Little learning occurs as a result 
of instruction alone. The kind of true learning that lasts for months and, we 
hope, years occurs only if we apply concepts outside of the initial learning 
experience and if we spend time refl ecting on and processing what we’ve 
learned (i.e., summarizing). This takes conviction, however. We have to be 
willing to stop our lessons early and summarize, even if we haven’t taught 
that last point of the lesson.

To summon the courage to do this, ask yourself, “Am I teaching so that stu-
dents will learn, or am I teaching so that I can claim I taught or covered the 
material?” If we truly care about what students take with them at the end of 
the school year, then it’s easier to choose summarization/refl ection activities 
over coverage. Let’s face it: “covering” something means removing it from 
view. We don’t want to be known as teachers who put the Bill of Rights, lit-
erary devices, the body’s metabolism, chemical equations, and geometry into 
hiding by “covering” them.

Practical Considerations

In a typical week of teaching, can we 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 other 
interruptions occur. Always have summarization as a goal, however. If you get 
three days during a week in which you were able to demonstrate summariza-
tion with your students, it’s a good week.

Remember not to limit the use of summarization. In an old television 
commercial about orange juice, the tag line was “Orange juice—it’s not just 
for breakfast anymore.” The same can be said of summarization: it’s not just 
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MAKING THE CASE FOR SUMMARIZATION  5

for the end of the lesson. Use summarization structures as your way of assess-
ing students’ grasp of the subject before you teach them; then use students’ 
responses to inform and change your instruction. Use summarization strate-
gies in the midst of a unit to help students monitor their own comprehension 
and provide you with feedback on how their comprehension is developing 
with regard to what you’re teaching. And, of course, use summarization after 
a learning experience in order to process or make sense of what has been 
learned and to move the material into long-term memory.

Lectures
Lecturing is an activity in which the eff ect of frequently using summari-

zation is apparent. Lecturing by itself is a common practice, but only a small 
amount of the information moves into long-term memory. If we want students 
to master the concepts, not just hear them, then we’ll decrease our reliance on 
pure lecturing as a way to teach. With lectures delivered in chunks, however, 
a tremendous amount of information moves to long-term memory. Chunk-
ing lectures means that we lecture for 15 to 20 minutes, and then pause and 
summarize the information just presented. These summarizations can last 
from 1 to 10 minutes, if necessary. Once they are done, we continue our lec-
ture. These summarizations give the information-saturated brain a chance to 
sort and clarify for itself, making it feel like it now has room for more, and the 
new material can be retrieved readily. Leaving the summarization for the end 
of a 45-minute or longer lecture does not enable the same amount of mastery 
as does summarization done throughout the class. We summarize en route to 
mastery.

Problem-Solving Activities
A ropes initiative game or Project Adventure course also demonstrates the 

power of summarization. Teachers and students who have been over those 
12-foot walls, whipped down the zip wires in harnesses, or passed through 
openings in a roped “spider web” without ringing the attached bell know that 
the real learning doesn’t occur during the events. It comes in the debriefi ng 
afterward when the instructor stands with the group and helps them process 
what the group accomplished: What did you do to help solve the problem? 
What hindered the group’s arriving at a workable solution? How did one stu-
dent’s suggestion aid another student? What would you do diff erently next 
time? What does this teach us about working as a group?
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6 SUMMARIZATION IN ANY SUBJECT

Writing Assignments
Writing news articles or observations is another clear application of sum-

marization. Explaining what is observed or experienced in a clear, succinct 
manner to a particular audience is a helpful skill to master. In almost every 
one of today’s high-tech companies, employees must be able to read or per-
ceive something and then make sense of it by manipulating and regrouping 
the information and applying it to a new situation, similar to the process that 
newspaper reporters use to relate the news. Summarization is, thus, a real-
world skill.

Conclusion

In the 21st century, students not only have to know facts but also must 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 idea as 
well as the supportive details, the principal arguments, and their evidence. 
One of the greatest skills we can teach students, then, is how to identify 
salient information, no matter what subject we teach or how it’s presented, as 
well as how to structure that information for meaning and successful applica-
tion. It’s a learned process of deleting, substituting, and keeping information 
(Marzano, 2004). The trick is to see summarization beyond its being just a 
nice idea but too time costly, an ineff ective add-on to an already bursting cur-
riculum, or something associated with writing that we don’t want to impose 
on our students or our limited grading energy.

We don’t tell  students to summarize information purely to retell the infor-
mation; our students are not parrots in training. Our goal in asking them to 
summarize information is to use retelling as a strategy that opens a topic for 
their minds and makes it stick. Retelling purely as a means of memorizing the 
information is, on the surface, not very helpful; retelling that leads to compre-
hension and retention is invaluable.

Let’s explore how easy and eff ective summarization is in the chapters 
ahead.
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