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Summary Writing: Part III1

Yasmeen Lukmani

Abstract

This series examines the concept of summarization. It aims to familiarise 
readers with the nuances of summary writing and offers different 
approaches to summarization. The first part of the series discussed the 
Top-Down approach to summarization, specifically the Problem-Solution 
pattern by providing an example summary. The second part of the series 
illustrated the Bottom-Up approach. The present paper introduces two 
new approaches, namely the Schematic Summary and the Variable 
Focus approach. The article provides a comprehensive illustration of the 
Schematic Summary approach, using the same exercise discussed in the 
earlier parts of the series. Additionally, it offers a framework for teachers 
to assist their students in improving their summarization skills. 

Keywords: Summary writing, schematic summary approach, variable 
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Introduction

The question of what is a summary has often been posed. Van Dijk 
(1980) speaks of the macrostructure of a text, which he defines as the 
global semantic representation of that text. This is what one intuitively 
understands as the main topic, or summary of the text. Flottum (1985) 
creates four macro-rules for summarizing, based on Van Dijk, namely, 
deletion, generalization, construction, and zero. ‘Deletion’ relates to the 
removal of less essential information, ‘generalization’ to abstracting 
information by constructing formulations more general than those in 
the original text, ‘construction’ to replacing semantic elements with a 
more global element, and ‘zero’, to keeping intact a formulation of the 
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original text. This analysis of the process of summarization appears to 
be generally acceptable (cf. Hare & Borchardt, 1984).

These factors are borne in mind in this series on Summarisation. In Part 
I of this series (Lukmani, 2016 in LLT, Issue 9) Summary Type I, the Top-
Down approach to summarisation, was put forward along with a specific 
type of Top-Down approach called the Problem-Solution pattern, and a 
summary worked out in accordance with that approach. 

In the process of writing the summary, the putative student was led by 
the hand to answer questions directing his/her attention to the relevant 
points. It was only after answering the initial questions that he was told 
to write the summary according to the three major points governing 
the passage. This was an exercise used in a Bombay University exam 
starting in 1979 at the FYBA. This type of guidance for the summarization 
question remained part of the prescribed pattern in the examination 
paper for about 20 years, and it was amazing how much better the 
students performed with a little guidance of this type. Perhaps you 
could check this out in ‘Summary-Writing Part I’.

In Part II (Lukmani, 2017, in LLT, Issue 11) Summary Type II, the Bottom-
Up approach, was illustrated, arriving at the summary by focusing on 
the clues provided by the syntax and vocabulary of the passage. Two 
other approaches are being put forward here, the Schematic Summary 
and the Variable Focus approach (but the last will not be illustrated).

Summary Type 3: The Schematic Summary

It is possible to present the summary schematically, using headings, sub-
headings, and numbering patterns instead of developing a connected 
text. The ideas contained in the passage are listed in a logical order, duly 
subordinating the sub-ideas and examples to the main idea. Statements 
are made in point form, using abbreviations and ellipsis. The attempt is 
to lay bare the skeletal form of the text, so that its content is presented 
in sharp clarity.

To do this, it might be necessary to impose a logical order on the text, 
which might, perhaps, cause one to jump backwards and forwards 
in chronology, present the effect before its cause; or not differentiate 
between the subordinate and super-ordinate ideas being dealt with. 

To contrast the method being demonstrated below with the two 
approaches to summarization put forward in Parts I and II of this series, 
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the same passage will be dealt with. It is given below again for easy 
reference:

Passage for Summarization
(S1) The disturbing effects of the technological revolution may be felt 
in all fields. (S2) Oil tankers with unlimited capacities are built without 
considering the consequences of accident. (S3) Detergents foam on our 
streams and lakes. (S4) Automobiles outrace safety standards, urban 
noises challenge our eardrums, and hidden eyes and ears invade our 
privacy.
(S5) Before answers can be found to these problems, it is necessary to 
understand two characteristics of the technological revolution - that 
it is mindless and that it is neutral. (S6) It is mindless because pure 
science is simply a desire to know, to uncover the facts, to unlock the 
secrets. (S7) A mind must be super-imposed onto it if it is to have 
any limitations. (S8) The technological developments described above 
are inevitable unless man actively decides to stop their development. 
(S9) Scientists will continue learning how to unwind the intricacies of 
DNA, transplant organs, and implant electrodes in the brain as long 
as there are unknown areas and as long as they are not specifically 
forbidden to do so.
(S10) It is neutral because the changes brought about by the 
technological revolution in themselves are neither good nor bad. (S11) 
They acquire a value only by the way in which they are used. (S12) 
Science can tell us what we can do but not what we should do. (S13) It) 
It can tell us how to do something but not if we should do it. (S14) The 
possibilities for good and evil of many of the developments described 
above stagger the imagination and recall the use of atomic power.
(S15) Because the revolution challenging medicine and mankind is 
mindless and because it is neutral, then mind must be imposed on 
it to control it and determine its values. (S16) The present failure 
to do this has created a wide gap between man’s technological and 
his humanistic imagination. (S17) Mindless technology threatens to 
become a monster, destroying its creator: the visions of the future 
would become ghosts. (S18) It is a warning being sounded increasingly 
often by thoughtful men, the warning asked editorially, by The New 
York Times on the morning after Hiroshima had been bombed: ‘Can 
mankind grow up quickly enough to win the race between civilization 
and disaster?’ 
(Passage taken from Lukmani et al., 1981)
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A schematic summary based on this could read thus:

Technological Revolution—Disturbing Effects

Examples of the disturbing effects of technology:

	 a.	 Oil tankers abound with no thought of accidents

	 b.	 Detergents pollute our waters

	 c.	 Automobiles flout safety standards

	 d.	 The creation and use of the atomic bomb

Characteristics of Technological Revolution

	 a.	 It is mindless

	 Reason

	 i. Pure science is simply a desire to know more and more without 
considering its effects on nature and life. 

	 ii. Technology will continue to develop, unless specifically forbidden 
to develop further.

	 b. It is Neutral 

	 Reason

	 In itself, scientific development is neither good nor bad. It acquires 
value depending on how it is used.

How can the situation be changed?

The human mind must determine the value of scientific development 
and control it if necessary. The gap between the technological and 
humanistic imagination must be bridged.

If the situation is not changed, what may happen?

Mindless technology threatens to become a monster, destroying its 
creator.

Comments

There is no problem in using the language found in the text. The aim is 
to have a coherent skeletal text.

This is a good framework to use for teaching and testing purposes because 
of the clarity that is generated. To make the task easier, questions can 
be asked which the student has to answer, or other forms of guidance, 
such as a table partially filled in can be provided. (See the questions in 
Summarisation Part I).
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Summary Type IV: Variable Focus

Another type of summary, involving variable focus, is based on the 
knowledge that different readers require summaries for different 
purposes. So, the gist or summary that one person requires at a particular 
time may be different from that of another. 

If a specific readership is aimed at, it might be necessary to slant the 
material, accordingly, selecting only those points that are of relevance to 
that reader. Many important points might be left out, for only matters of 
relevance to the required needs of the reader are to be selected and given 
with the degree of detail or explanation that is required. A coherent text 
of the chosen material must, of course, be created.

With this in mind, we can look at a text from various perspectives. 
Learners could thus, also, be asked to provide a schematic summary of 
only one particular strand in the argument, or again only in terms of the 
stand the writer takes, explicitly stating his attitudes and position on the 
`facts’, rather than the facts themselves. Again, they could be asked to 
concentrate on only certain kinds of information. Another perspective 
could be looking at a text from two opposing reader viewpoints, with the 
same text being interpreted in two ways. Variable view-point summaries 
may then be written either as schematic summaries or be fully fleshed 
out. 

This possibility is being mentioned, but no exercise is provided in case 
it leads to confusion regarding summaries for examination purposes.

We will now deal with another passage and work through two formats 
for this.

Passage II 
(S1) The phenomenon of sleep-walking has until recently confounded 
the medical profession. (S2) So far as is known, no other living creature 
can walk, move and behave normally, and still be clinically in a state of 
sleep. (S3) Physically, somnabulists are acting and moving in the real 
world. (S4) But their consciousness remains in the shadowy realm of 
sleep. (S5) Until recently, most doctors, psychologists and psychiatrists 
accepted that a person who walked in his sleep was acting out his 
dreams. (S6) A deeper understanding began in 1952 when researchers 
discovered that a sleeper’s eyes invariably move rapidly beneath his 
closed lids during dreams. (S7) Subsequent experiments proved that 
everyone dreams at night and that we dream during periods of light 
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sleep and seldom or never during the alternating periods of deep sleep.
(S9) Experiments beginning in 1960 swept them to an astonishing 
conclusion: sleep-walkers are not acting out dreams, after all. (S10) 
Test subjects walked in their sleep only during the deep-sleep periods 
when there were no rapid eye movements and no dreams reported.
(S11) Further studies showed that all sleep-walking episodes in very 
early children begin with a sudden paroxysm of high-voltage brain 
wave activity. (S12) Bursts such as these occur naturally in 95 per cent 
of all infants six to eleven months old, less frequently in older children. 
(S13) As the child grows up, his brain paroxysms stop. (S14) Usually, 
sleep-walking does too. 
(Passage taken from Taves, Isabella (1969), ‘The twilight world of the 
sleep-walker’).

Let us begin by looking at the recurring lexical and syntactic features 
in the text to get an idea of what it is about. It is a good practice to 
get students accustomed to looking for words that occur frequently (see 
Hoey, 1991). This will help them focus on important aspects of the whole 
text.

The following words: sleep-walking (also, walking in his/their sleep) and 
sleep (also, light sleep, deep sleep), sleep periods, and dream(s), occur very 
frequently. This exercise should lead students to arrive at the topic.

A series of related words like: medical profession, experiments, test subjects, 
researchers, doctors, psychologists, psychiatrists, and clinically, will make 
them realize that the topic is concerned with scientific developments in 
sleep-walking.

Also, words/phrases like the following indicate research findings: 

So far as is known, invariably, discovered, proved, swept them to an astonishing 
conclusion, reported.

Then the fact that there are a great many time adverbials should alert 
them to the discussion of scientific developments that are taking place 
over time: recently, till recently, in 1952, beginning in 1960, and subsequent.

This will help students in reading to understand, which is essential for 
summarization.

Let us now use the Top-Down approach. Our preliminary investigation 
of the language used will help us to understand that a problem is being 
dealt with here, i.e., what causes sleep-walking, and what physical 
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features are involved, such as the nature of the sleep involved, and its 
relationship with dreams. The problem is investigated using known 
facts and what different sets of studies have revealed.

In approaching a text for summarising, we should first look for a pattern, 
and use this pattern as the scaffolding on which to chart out the different 
points being made. The pattern is now presented in a bare outline which 
needs to be filled out:

Sleep-walking

	 Problem:

	 Known facts:

	 Conclusion:

	 Studies revealed (starting 1952)

	 Conclusion

	 Further studies revealed (starting 1960):

	 Still further studies revealed:

	 Cause:

	 Age-related:

You could present this structure to the students and ask them to fill it 
out. Alternatively, you could make it more difficult by giving only part 
of the structure and get them to provide the rest themselves, and then 
fill it out. Or you could ask them questions and build up to the structure 
itself.

Below is a summary written along the lines of the argument outlined.

Sleep-walking
Problem: No answer is available to the question of what physical 
features are involved in sleep-walking, and what causes this.
Known facts: No other living creature can act and move in the real 
world while, simultaneously, its consciousness is in the realms of sleep. 
Conclusion: Sleep-walkers are acting out their dreams. 
Studies revealed (starting 1952):
During dreams, a sleeper’s eyes invariably move rapidly beneath his 
closed lids. Everyone dreams at night, and only during the periods of 
light sleep, not during the alternating periods of deep sleep.
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Conclusion: Sleep-walking takes place in periods of light sleep.
Further studies revealed (starting 1960). (Reversal of previous 
studies): 
Sleep-walking takes place only during deep sleep periods, where there 
are no rapid eye movements and no dreams.

Still further studies revealed: 
Cause: Sudden paroxysms of high voltage brain wave activity in very 
early childhood leads to sleep-walking. 
Age-related factor: The brain paroxysms usually stop after early 
childhood, and sleep-walking usually stops too.

If students are made to do exercises of this kind, they should be able to 
tackle the problem of summarization on their own, and become more 
incisive and clear-cut in their thinking.
Note: 1. Parts I and II of the series on Summary Writing were pulished in 
previous issues of LLT.
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