Summary vs. Analysis -- 2

Summaries in Literary Essays: Analyze Way More Than You Summarize (Dr. Tarzia 9/06)

The Summary Problem -- One of the main problems English 102 students face is the issue of summary vs. analysis.  A summary of a story just repeats the story back to us in a shorter form.  In contrast, an analysis explains a story -- tells the reader something new and interesting about the story.  Sure, we have to do some summarizing to make our analytical points -- but your analysis should “weigh” much more than the summary.

When do I summarize? -- You need to summarize an issue when you think the reader may not know much about the background information or story of your essay.  If a teacher assigns the entire class a story called “The Box,” assume the audience of the classroom (both teacher and students) knows this story, so you need not summarize it.  However, if the teacher has assigned you an open research project, in which you can choose any story you want, then you must assume that the students (and even the teacher) may not have read that story, so you need to summarize it in some way so we all start with the needed background. Guideline for 4 page essays: the summary should be no more than 100 words long (different professors will have different opinions). 

How do I summarize? -- Two main methods are (1) paragraph summary, and (2) distributed summary.  

A paragraph summary is for major research essays.  After your introduction, or perhaps within the introduction, you summarize the main characters and events of the story.  For a guideline, I suggest up to 100 words, but no more.  


In a distributed summary, you summarize only a small part of the story you are analyzing in each paragraph, so that by the end of the essay, we have a complete summary of the story alongside your analysis.  The sample below shows a distributed summary.  

Paragraph structure -- The techniques of writing good expository paragraphs help you avoid too much summary as well as providing a “flow” for the ideas:


(1) start with a topic sentence (the general idea you intend to support; never begin with a supporting detail); a topic sentence reminds you that you are trying to prove an idea, not just repeat or summarize information; 


(2) follow with the many supporting details that support the topic sentence (examples, facts, quotes, explanations, descriptions, analogies, summaries, etc.); the supporting details will include some summary, but also your own creative ideas or ideas from an outside expert (be sure to cite!);


(3) develop the paragraphs: aim for 10 sentences per paragraph; 3 sentences can summarize, 7 can analyze (these are “magic numbers” but they give you a balance to aim for). 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

SAMPLE -- You can do a character analysis that does not just summarize the story.  (1) You write a paragraph that uses a topic sentence.  The topic sentence states the idea that you will prove in that paragraph.  In the example below, the topic sentence is in italics, the summary information is underlined, and the student’s explanation is in normal type: 
 

Joe Smith begins to develop a sense of worthlessness in the first part of the story that will lead to his life-changing crisis.  Early in the story he becomes disgusted with the way he treated Sally when he sent her away from his door (Smith, 32).  Later he realizes that he sent her away for his own selfish reasons, although he does not admit this to himself.  Instead, he senses a vague disquietude: "Joe kept looking out the door from which Sally had walked so slowly yesterday.  He wasted all day in performing needless tasks, and after each, he returned to the door, and stared down the path." (37) Here Joe seems to be regretting his actions toward Sally.  Smith in general tends to show the characters in her stories (for example, her other story, “The Box,” as discussed in class) coming to a self-realization of their flaws. We will see Joe’s final confrontation with his own flaw when he awakes from his nightmare during which he dreamed he walked an endless lonely path just like the one that led from his door -- only then does he realize how Sally must have felt.  Smith reveals his crisis in a symbol that both Joe and the reader must decode.  

 

Note how the student uses a few BRIEF summaries of Joe's action in the story (and cites author and page numbers), but focuses mainly on EXPLAINING what those actions mean.  If you focus your essay on explaining rather than summarizing, your essay will go in a good direction. 






















