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 ENGLISH HELPSHEET 

Writing Précis (Summary Writing) 

A summary condenses the main points of a text, preserving in a more concise form its original focus, 

most important ideas and major emphases, while greatly reducing or leaving out altogether its minor 

details. This requires careful analysis of the structure and meaning of the original text: you must 

accurately identify its topic, the significant points it makes about that topic and its less important 

features, and on that basis decide how best to condense the material. Note that a summary must be 

written in your own words; just combining selected quotations from the original text won’t work. An 

effective summary is a condensed rewrite of the original text reflecting the depth of your understanding 

of that original. 

Summary (or Précis) writing is an important genre which you are going to have to make use of quite 

often. Just think of taking the minutes of a meeting, being a switchboard operator, reading a book, 

watching a documentary, attending a lecture, summarizing a newspaper article, etc. We have said 

before that sometimes, in prestigious jobs, the shortlisted applicants are invited to summarize a long 

business-type text in a short space of time. In this unit, you will learn how to do that. You must 

remember to indicate the original’s source: what is the name of the journalist, the name of the 

newspaper, the date, the page, the original title, etc. Use as much lexical variety as possible. 

Remember your biggest enemy is repetition. 

Tips: 

1. It is very important to make it clear to the reader that you are reporting somebody else’s views, 

not your own, which means you will have to make use of reporting structures, like: 

 

According to Ms Green, … 

Ms Green pointed out // said // added // told the interviewer that … 

Ms Green went on to say that … 

 

2. You may also find the use of the Passive Voice necessary, a classic distance-taking device: 

 

It was said that … 

The point was made that …  

A different point of view was expressed by … 

 

3. Existential constructions are also useful in this genre: 

 

There was no unanimity about … 

The panel could not reach a decision on … 

The mind of the meeting was … 

 

4. Since you are reporting someone else’s words, you will have to follow the conventions of 

Indirect Speech. You remember the principles of the transformation from Direct to Reported 

Speech from secondary school, but here are a couple of reminders: 

 

 

a) The predominant verb tense will be the Simple Past, e.g. am doing → was doing 

The so-called historical present is not used in English, except with universal truths, e.g. 

He said Paris is an outstanding place to conduct business dealings from. 

b) You will have to adapt spatial references, e.g. here → there 
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c) You will have to adapt temporal references, e.g. yesterday → the day before 

d) You will have to adapt number, e.g. you → he // she // they 

 

5. As you know, there are three kinds of sentences: 

 

a) Statements: here you need to follow the reporting verb with “that”, but it is optional: 

 

Ex: said to, told, informed, boasted, commented, remarked, mentioned to the meeting, etc. 

 

b) Questions: here you need to follow the reporting verb with “if” or “whether”. Remember 

not to write any question marks: 

 

Ex: asked, wanted to know, enquired, wondered, was curious to know, requested, begged, 

etc. 

 

c) Orders: here you need to follow the reporting verb with “to + infinitive”. Remember not to 

write any exclamation marks: 

 

Ex: ordered, commanded, told, requested, urged, pleaded with, shouted to, screamed at, 

etc. 

 

6. In précis writing, the reader can be greatly helped to understand the logic of your text or the 

sequence of events if you make your structure clear. To that effect, make use of logical road-

signs, semantic markers, conjunctions, link-words. There are many names for such words as: 

 

a) Addition: Moreover, …  // Additionally, …  

b) Contradiction: However, … // Nevertheless, … 

c) Listing: First(ly), … // Second(ly), … // Third(ly), … // Finally, … 

d) Consequence: As a result, … // Therefore, … // Consequently, … 

e) Similarity: Similarly, … 

f) Change of subject: Incidentally, … 

g) Generalizing: On the whole, …// By and large, … 

h) Contrast: On the one hand, … // On the other (hand), … 

i) Exemplification: For instance, … 

j) Correcting: In my view, … 

k) Illustration: For instance, … // For example, … 

 

 

Précis Writing technique: 

Here is a summarizing technique. It works well. It has been tried on students and they have managed 

to summarize longish texts in a limited amount of time. 

You will  have to discern and distinguish the essential from the peripheral, by a combination of 

skimming (trying to understand the main gist of a text by going through it horizontally) and scanning 

techniques (looking for detail; looking for specific answers to specific questions; looking for the main 

ideas of a text and eliminating examples and illustrations). You will be encouraged to look for and also 

use conjunctions as logical road-signs in your summary.  
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The first thing to do is to number the paragraphs. Then, take a blank sheet of paper and draw a 

vertical line down the margin on the right, leaving roughly five centimetres for you to be able to make 

notes there later on. 

Read the text through quickly to get a general sense of its overall meaning (skimming). 

Now go through the text more thoroughly. Write down the gist of each paragraph in telegram style 

(scanning). Look at the titles, subtitles and headings. Also look at the topic sentences of each 

paragraph (their first sentences). They will help you to understand the text’s logic. Distinguish between 

the essential and the peripheral. Eliminate the latter; keep the former. Look for the key words in 

each paragraph. Identify the logical road-signs (the conjunctions) in the article. In the margin on the 

right, specify what the link is between the current and the previous paragraph (see above: addition, 

contradiction, illustration, etc.). On the right, also indicate what link-word you can use that expresses 

this relation (e.g. addition → Moreover, ...; contradiction → However, …; illustration → For 

instance, …). 

At the end, put everything together: you blend into one sentence the main idea of each paragraph 

(which you have written in telegram style) plus the link-word you have provided on the right. The result 

should be a summary of the original text. 

Keep in mind that a summary should generally be no more than 25 % (one fourth) of the length of the 

original. If your summary is too long, cut out words and even ideas that seem to be peripheral after all. 

Look for non-essential information and delete it (e.g. examples, illustrations, repetition). Note that a 

summary should be intelligible to as wide an audience as possible (even a non-specialized 

readership). There is a difference between summary writing (précis writing) on the one hand and 

paraphrase writing on the other. The latter is new in sentence structure and word choice and allows 

for interpretation, addition, criticism and comment. The former is what you should concentrate on here. 

Of course, this is not to say that entire chunks of the original text can be copy-pasted into your précis. 

One extreme is paraphrase, the other is plagiarism. 

Remember that a good summary is in complete sentences, not in point form, with bullet points or in 

telegram style. You may find it helpful to re-order the original’s material to some extent – you needn’t 

feel bound to repeat its structure point-for-point.  

 

Source: Timothy Byrne, Business English Writing Skills. A Writing Survival Kit. ACCO, Leuven/Den 

Haag, 2014-2017. 

 

 


