Academic Reading Week 5 - SUMMARIZING AND PARAPHRASING

Researchers need to distinguish between:
summary = ↓ length, only main idea
paraphrase = same length, different wording

Writing a summary will help you to
• understand the contents and
• see the strengths and weaknesses of the piece.

Don’t confuse a summary with a paraphrase. 
A paraphrase is a word-by-word or phrase-by-phrase rewording of a text, a sort of translation of the author’s language into your own. A paraphrase is therefore as long as the original or even longer; a summary is much shorter. A book may be summarized in a page, or even in a paragraph or a sentence. 
Obviously, the summary will leave out all detail, but — if the summary is a true summary — it accurately states the gist, the essential thesis or claim or point of the original.

• When you summarize, you are standing back, saying very briefly what the whole adds up to; you are seeing the forest, not the individual trees.

• When you paraphrase, you are inching through the forest, scrutinizing each tree — that is, finding a synonym for almost every word in the original, in an effort to make sure that you know exactly what you are dealing with. (Caution: Do not incorporate a summary or a paraphrase into your own essay without acknowledging your source and stating that you are summarizing or paraphrasing.)

Let’s examine the distinction between summary and paraphrase in connection with the first paragraphs of Paul Goodman’s essay, “A Proposal to Abolish Grading,” which is excerpted from Goodman’s book, Compulsory Miseducation and the Community of Scholars (1966). The two paragraphs run thus:

Let half a dozen of the prestigious universities — Chicago, Stanford, the Ivy League — abolish grading, and use testing only and entirely for pedagogic purposes as teachers see fit. 
Anyone who knows the frantic temper of the present schools will recognise how dramatically this small change would alter the value system in place. For most of the students, the competitive grade has come to be the essence. The naive teacher points to the beauty of the subject and the ingenuity of the research; the shrewd student asks if he is responsible for that on the final exam.

A summary of this paragraph might run thus:

If some top universities used tests only to help students to learn, students would stop worrying about grades and might share the teacher’s interest in the beauty of the subject.

Now for a paraphrase. Suppose you are not quite sure what Goodman is getting at, maybe because you are uncertain about the meanings of some words, or maybe just because the whole passage is making such a startling point that you want to make sure that you have understood it. In such a case, you may want to move slowly through the sentences, translating them into your own English. For instance, you might turn Goodman’s “pedagogic purposes” into “goals in teaching” or “attempts to help students to learn” or something else. Here is a paraphrase — not a summary but an extensive rewording — of Goodman’s paragraphs:

If several elite universities — such as Chicago, Stanford, and those in the Ivy League — were to eliminate grades and rely on testing solely as instructors judge useful for teaching, the effect would be profound. Anyone acquainted with the high-pressure climate in today’s schools will see how substantially this seemingly small reform would transform the current hierarchy of values. For many students, grades in competition with one another have become the central point. The idealistic lecturer may emphasise the elegance of the discipline and the creativity behind scholarship; the strategic student simply wants to know whether that material will appear on the final exam.

Summarizing and paraphrasing exercises
Paragraph 1 (adapted for teaching purposes):
Although medieval monasteries are often remembered as enclosed spiritual spaces, they functioned simultaneously as dynamic centres of textual production. Beyond copying sacred scripture, monastic scribes annotated margins, exchanged exemplars, and developed distinctive conventions for abbreviations that accelerated copying. In this sense, monastic scriptoria were not passive containers of inherited tradition, but active sites where the material form of knowledge was shaped—often in collaborative, iterative ways.

Which summary is correct? 
Choose A / B / C — only ONE is a good summary:
A. Monasteries in the Middle Ages were mainly religious institutions that enforced strict spiritual discipline and daily prayer routines.
B. Medieval monasteries not only preserved sacred texts but also influenced how knowledge looked on the page, because scribes collaborated, annotated, and developed copying conventions.
C. Monastic writing rooms performed the slow, repetitive task of copying scripture word-for-word and took little interest in changing traditional models of book production.

Read the following paragraph – is it an acceptable paraphrase?
Although medieval monasteries are often portrayed as isolated sacred retreats, they also operated as lively hubs of manuscript work. In addition to reproducing holy texts, monastic copyists wrote marginal notes, shared model texts, and created specific shortening techniques to speed up transcription. Thus, monastic writing rooms were not mere storehouses of received tradition, but energetic environments in which the physical appearance of knowledge was actively designed—frequently through cooperative, ongoing labour.

Exercise 2: Read the following paragraph. Write a summary. Then, paraphrase the paragraph.
Paragraph 2 (adapted for teaching purposes)
While monasteries were associated with rural isolation, their economic impact often extended far beyond their walls. Monastic estates controlled agricultural land, mills, and sometimes even urban shops, and this economic infrastructure required constant interaction with secular labour. Through these networks, monastic communities shaped regional markets, for example by regulating grain prices or commissioning artisanal craft production. Thus the monastery was not simply a spiritual retreat, but a complex institutional actor entangled in local economies across medieval Europe.
