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Summary/Response Essay

Goals: The goals of this essay assignment are to help you prepare for English 102 and other academic writing tasks that you will face in the university.  Specifically, the goals of this assignment are to  

        Develop the ability to summarize someone else’s words and ideas appropriately.

        Cue readers that you are reporting someone else’s ideas.

        Learn how to contribute your own ideas to a conversation and persuade the audience of the value of your point of view.

Assignment: For this essay, you will write a strong summary/response essay that includes (a) a summary (approximately 150-200 words) of Henry Petroski’s To Engineer is Human and (b) a strong response to that reading in which you “speak back” to that reading from your own critical thinking, personal experience, and values.  

Some tips:
According to Ramage, Bean, and Johnson, a successful summary should do the following:

        Represent the original article accurately and fairly.

        Be direct and concise, using words economically.

        Remain objective and neutral, not revealing your own ideas on the subject but rather the author’s point of view.

        Use your own words to express the author’s original ideas.

        Keep your reader informed with attributive tags (such as “according to Martin” or “Martin argues”) that you are expressing someone else’s ideas, not your own.

        Be a unified, coherent piece of writing in its own right.

        Be properly cited and documented so that the reader can find the original text.  (The Allyn & Bacon Guide to Writing, p. 121)

 

A strong response is your analysis of how the text tries to influence its readers and how your wrestling with the text has expanded and deepened your thinking about its ideas.  “Speaking back” to the text does not necessarily mean that you disagree with what the writer is saying.  In fact, speaking back to the text means that you add your voice to the conversation the text is part of.  A strong summary should

        Think of several main points you want to add to the conversation.

        Develop a thesis statement that encompasses those points.

        Develop those points one at a time.

        Discuss both rhetorical points (points about why, to whom, and how the text is written) and subject matter points.

        Give a good sense of the context, purpose, and style of the original text.

        Consider (in at least one main point) how the author tries to influence his/her audience.

Chapter 6 in The Allyn & Bacon Guide to Writing will provide a good learning foundation for this assignment. Read the chapter carefully.

We will discuss strategies for developing both a successful summary and a strong response during the next two weeks.
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