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The plot summary is generally regarded as the lowest form of writing about litera

ture . "Avoid plot summary," we warn our students. "Analyze, don't summarize," we 

exhort them. When it is assigned, the plot summary is normally used to check reading 

comprehension at the "simplest" level. I would suggest, however, that when taken 

seriously and used carefully, the plot summary can also be a powerful tool for teaching 

critical reading and thinking skills . 

Most definitions of critical thinking emphasize the ability to deal constructively with 

ambiguity and relativity, to make choices and decisions knowing full well that other, 

often equally valid choices, are possible . (See Aarons, Benderson, Bloom, deBono, 

Ennis, Glaser, Perry.) In effect, critical thinking means accepting the relative, as 

opposed to the absolute, indeterminacy of meaning and truth, thus recognizing the 

need for evidence and support. The critical thinker looks at a problem from several 

different points of view, examines the evidence for each viewpoint, and chooses from 

among various options what he or she judges to be the best solution . Central to this 

process are cognitive strategies such as drawing inferences, anticipating, forming 

hypotheses, testing hypotheses, comparing and contrasting, correcting hypotheses, 

selecting, and reaching tentative, but supportable, conclusions. 

These same strategies have been identified by researchers in the field of reading 

comprehension as crucial to the active construction of meaning that is central to the 
reading process. (Goodman, Smith, Spiro) In addition, reading researchers have found 

that comprehension depends upon the reader's ability to draw on prior knowledge and 
experience, that is to apply what he or she already _knows to the task of making sense of 
a text. (Goodman, Hirsch, Smith, Spiro) In effect, these researchers suggest that 

reading comprehension cannot legitimately be separated from critical thinking. The 

term "critical reading," however, suggests more than reading comprehension. It refers, 
not only to the ability to construct text meaning, but also to analyze text meaning in a 

self-conscious way, to separate general meaning from specific statements in the text , to 
make logical connections and to be able to explain the reasons and cite the evidence for 

drawing particular conclusions about text meaning. In addition "critical reading" refers 
to the ability to make evaluative judgments based on reasoned principles as opposed to 

superficial impressions or prejudice. 

How can the plot summary be used to develop these abilities? First, let me distinguish 

between the plot summary and what might be termed as the "theme summary:' The 
latter requires that a reader either select from a text the most general statements that the 

text supports or compose generalizations that account for all the statements in the text. 

The theme summary is, in effect , an interpretation of the overall meaning of a text. The 
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plot summary restricts itself to more clearly factual, as opposed to interpretive, 
statements about what the text says. It "objectively" describes "what happens" in the 

text, the events and actions which comprise the "story." It focuses on the less ambiguous 

statements in the text and presumably reports what is most determinate in the text's 

meaning. Given this distinction, surely the theme summary calls for more of the 

strategies listed above as characteristics of critical thinking. Perhaps so, but the plot 

summary calls for more of these strategies than might at first appear and serves as an 

important first step, a bridge if you will, into more obviously interpretative kinds of 

writing about literature. Indeed, I will argue that careful use of the plot summary leads 
to more fully developed, better supported interpretations and to greater understanding 

of what constitutes evidence and validity. 
How does the plot summary require the use of truly critical reading and thinking 

skills? First, even though reading research indicates that prior knowledge and expe

rience play a major role in reading comprehension, the reader composing a plot 

summary must suspend his or her own personal responses and focus exclusively on text 

content. This act in itself requires a critical distance from one's own subjectivity. 

Second, the plot summary, as distinguished from the theme summary, requires that 

students focus on the "facts" of the text and avoid generalized inferences about text 

meaning. In other words, students must separate determinate from indeterminate 

statements about text content. Third, the plot summary involves condensation and 

therefore selection of details. The students must decide which "facts" about text content 

are of major importance and which can be omitted. In order to make these decisions the 

student must have some principle of selection. The functioning principle of selection 

would have to be the student's conscious or unconscious assumptions about text 

meaning. In other words, the student will select the details to include in the summary 

according to his or her interpretation of the story. Thus, even though the student must 

avoid stating his or her interpretation, he or she cannot avoid making it. The plot 
summary, then, requires that students separate their personal responses from text 

content, inferences from facts, and significant details from insignificant. 

Some samples of actual student work can illustrate how this process works, how it 

can be used to develop students' awareness of their own thinking, and how it can lead 

to more sophisticated critical analyses of literature. In a first year college writing 

course, over a period of several quarters, I asked my students to summarize a story of 

their choice in Sherwood Anderson's Winesburg, Ohio. This text was deliberately 
chosen as being accessible in terms of vocabulary and sentence structure and appealing 

in terms of representing the experience of my students' age group in a midwestern state 

but challenging in terms of comprehension. Students are instructed to summarize the 

story in no more than 75-100 words, to use their own words, to stick to the major facts 

of the story, and to omit their own opinions. A number of students always chose 
"Nobody Knows," a highly ambiguous story about an encounter between George 

Willard, the young protagonist of Winesburg, Ohio, and Louise Trunnion, a young 
woman about whom "whispered tales" have "gone about town." (61) The story is 

particulary apt to our purposes here because the crucial event of the story, the actual 

encounter between George Willard and Louise Trunnion, is not described. The text 
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literally leaves a blank space after the initial meeting of the two young people and then 
skips ahead to George's actions after leaving Louise. The nature of the couple's 

encounter must be entirely construed from what Anderson tells us goes on before and 
after the event. It is therefore impossible for the students to stick to the "facts" of the 

text and also state what happens. Reading the story, in other words, very clearly 
depends upon an act of interpretation. 

Here is how one student handled this writing problem: 

The main character, George Willard, is a young man who works for the 
Winesburg Eagle as a reporter. On one particular evening George was sitting at 

his desk thinking of an adventure. Suddenly he jumped to his feet to carry out 

this adventure. George ran out of the office door and down the back alley way to 

Louise Trunnion's house where he could see her doing the evening dishes. George 
then met Louise down the street by a barn. After talking for a bit, George became 

the typical male, bold and aggressive. Louise seemed to have a bad reputation in 

town and George was going to take advantage of this. He tells her nobody will 

know, but in the end, like most men will, he wishes to talk to someone and finds 

Shorty Crandall, the store clerk, willing to listen. 

During class discussion, students readily point out the obvious intrusions of opinion 

that are not warranted by the text. Phrases such as "the typical male" and "like most 

men will" are cited as personal judgments rather than inferences based on the facts of 

the text. The statement that "Louise seemed to have a bad reputation in town," on the 

other hand, is accepted as a reasonable inference from the author's statement about the 

"whispered tales concerning her" (61). The conclusion of the summary, students gener
ally decide, implies that George and Louise have had sex and that George ends up 

bragging about it to Shorty Crandall. A discussion ensues about (1) whether these 

implications are factual (no) and (2) how supportable they are ("very" to the first, 

"questionably" to the second). In a discussion of the significance of leaving out certain 
details, such as the fact that Louise had sent George a note reading "I'm yours if you 

want me," students realize that this summary leaves the impression that George is 

taking advantage of a girl he has heard is "easy." In other words, students see, this 

particular reader has selected details according to her own interpretation of the story. 

The summary, it is revealed, depends upon interpretation and cannot be separated from 

it. Students discover that reading and summarizing are not matters of merely extracting 

self-contained meaning from a text, but are active, critical processes of constructive 

meaning. 

This revelation is further dramatized as students compare different readers' summa

ries of the same text. Student #2 made a rather different interpretation in his summary: 

The short story "Nobody Knows," which appears in Sherwood Anderson's 

novel Winesburg, Ohio, is about a late night adventure indulged in by George 

Willard. Earlier that morning, George had received a letter from a young lady 

named Louise Trunnion. The note gave the strong impression that Louise wanted 
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to go out with George. George contemplated the possibility of meeting with her 
that night. Finally, his courage built up to the point where he had made his 
decision. Despite his extreme nervousness, he set out th.ough the dark alleys 
toward Louise's house, trying to be as inconspicuous as possible . He reached her 
house and they walked off together into the darkness. George realized that Louise 
was not particularly attractive, and he assured her, along with himself, that no 
one would know about their meeting. 

This summary includes the detail of Louise's note, students recognize, but has inter
preted rather than reported what it says. Most students agree that this interpretation of 
the note is not the only one possible nor necessarily the one that George makes. They 
may also notice that this student's interpretation of the note is itself open to interpreta
tion. A careful summary, students generally conclude, would quote Louise's words 
exactly. This summary leaves out the details concerning Louise's reputation and 
George's agressive behavior. These omissions, on top of the somewhat vague interpre
tation of Louise's note, put the events of the story into a more or less innocent light, 
which does not "go with" (as the students say) George's fear of being found out. (This 
fear is established as a reasonable inference from his behavior in the story.) The last 
sentence refers to George's observation that Louise is "not particularly comely and 
there was a black smudge on the side of her nose" (60) and to his urging her: "Ah, come 
on , it 'll be all right. There won' t be anyone know anything . How can they know?" (61). 
By including both these details in the same sentence, the student summarizer implies 
some connection between them, but, under scrutiny, no logical one emerges. Perhaps 
he is assuming that George does not want to be seen with Louise because of her 
appearance, not her reputation . However, that does not explain why he must assure 
Louise that no one would know of their meeting. In addition, George's behavior has 
revealed his fear of being seen with Louise before he "realizes" that she is not particu
lary attractive, if, in fact, it is reasonable to infer that this meeting marks the first time 
George has noticed Louise's appearance. In the end the students cannot decide whether 
student #2 is trying to give the story an innocent interpretation and is having trouble 
making it work or is simply confused himself about which details are important and 
how they fit into a pattern. 

Student #3 is a bit more successful: 

The story begins with a zombie-like George Willard embarking on a strange 
adventure . He had received a letter that morning from Louise Trunnion. The 
letter said 'Tm yours if you want me:' Louise and George's relationship is not 
known before the letter was received. George spent all day trying to decide 

whether to take advantage of the invitation. He decided to act on the invitation 
and he rendezvoused with Louise after dark . They walked for awhile, and they 
sat and talked for awhile. At this point there is a gap in the time sequence, and we 
don't know what occurred then . When George was on his way home, after the 
two had parted company, George said to himself, "She hasn't got anything on 
me, nobody knows:' 

43 

Other than the reference to a "zombie-like George Willard," where a personal response 
creeps in, this summary shows more sophistication than the first two. It recognizes the 
kind of information a reader needs to make full sense of the story and is more 
economical in its presentation of essential information. By including George's final 
reflection on the episode, it provides a detail which, most students agree, has to be 
accounted for in any interpretation. However, it also omits any reference to Louise's 
reputation or George's aggressiveness, details which most students agree are significant 
to the overall pattern of the story. 

Student #4 overcomes most of the problems encountered by the first three : 

This story begins with George Willard dashing out of the Winesburg Eagle 
office due to a letter he received from Louise Trunnion stating, 'Tm yours if you 
want me." George met Louise outside her house and they proceeded to walk 
together in the dark. There were whispered tales concerning Louise that had gone 
about the town. George urged her to go further with him by saying, "Ah, come 
on, it'll be all right. There won't be anyone know anything. How can they 
know?" They then sat down upon some boards. This was where the first part of 
the story ended. It began again later that evening. George was walking along 
Main Street stopping to buy a cigar and talk to a clerk . He then went on walking 
and the story ended by him saying, "She hasn' t got anything on me. Nobody 
knows." 

In order to overcome these problems, the student has used more quotations from the 
text and fewer of her own words. Most students agree, however, that she has selected 
the key details that an overall interpretation would have to account for. Students 
sometimes suggest that George's buying a cigar and talking to Shorty Crandall are 
unnecessary details until they consider that men, rather than women or boys, usually 
smoke cigars, and that talking to Shorty Crandall satisfies George's desire to "talk to 
some man." These details then fall into place as part of an overall pattern of an 
initiation into manhood, or of George's perception of such an initiation, or his desire 
for such an initiation. (It is not necessary for students to be aware of Freud's influence 
on Anderson to make this point.) 

Having considered a range of different summaries of the same text such as those 
above, class discussion can now focus on whether the facts of the text would warrant 
making a summary statement, for example, "George Willard has a secret sexual 
encounter with Louise Trunnion and thinks that he is now a man but does not want 
anyone to know of his experience:· Most students agree that this interpretation can 
certainly be supported by the text. But, can other interpretations also be supported? 
Perhaps George misunderstands Louise's note (she suggests as much when she acts as if 
she does not know what George is doing at her house when he first arrives). Perhaps 
George goes into the darkness with Louise and discovers that her invitation was not 
specifically sexual, that Louise is a poor, lonely girl reaching out in the only way she 
knows for companionship and attention. Perhaps George buys a cigar and talks to 
Shorty Crandall in order to cover up his embarrassment and sense of failure . Perhaps 
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his statement at the end that "Nobody knows" refers to his misinterpretation and/or 

failure rather than to a sexual experience. At this point, someone is sure to joke that the 

phrase "nobody knows" refers to the events of the story itself, which by this time no 
one in the class is certain of. 

Some students react with frustration at the openness and relativity that is revealed 
about the interpretive act and, ultimately, about critical thinking and the nature of 

knowledge; others are stimulated and challenged to refine and bolster their own 

interpretations. Almost all students, however, discover that reading and thinking are 

active, creative, and critical processes which involve placing known facts into a 

pattern, forming a generalization to describe this pattern, and quite frequently, choos

ing the best explanation from among competing alternatives. Each of these activities 

engages the student in a chain of reasoning from facts to inferences to other inferences. 
Awareness of alternative "chains" makes students self-conscious of the steps in their 

own reasoning process. They are then more able and more likely, when assigned a 

critical analysis, to trace the route by which they arrived at their conclusions, to cite 

evidence, to explain logical steps, and to offer counter-arguments to opposing views. 

In the course which produced the samples quoted above, students were first assigned 
a personal opinion paper on the first story in Winesburg, "Hands." Here is one of the 

better responses to that assignment (from the same student who wrote summary #2 
above): 

The Sherwood Anderson short story "Hands" from the book entitled Wines
burg, Ohio depicts the loneliness endured by an old man named Wing Biddle

baum. Unfortunately, his problem is shared by far too many people in the world 

today. The story forces the reader to confront the reality that many people are 
trapped inside what they must feel are miserably insignificant lives. 

The sad part of the story is that none of the loneliness should have been 

brought down upon Wing Biddlebaum's shoulders. The tragedy occurred be
cause Wing, known as Adolf when he was a respected and much admired 

schoolteacher, was wrongly accused of molesting his male students. This accusa
tion came about in part because of Wing's overactive hands. they were always in 

motion, grasping things, which only added to the suspicions of the community. 

Wing loved his fellow man, and even after he was forcibly removed from his 

old, formerly beloved community, that characteristic never ceased. However, he 
was only able to communicate with one person from his new home just outside of 

Winesburg, Ohio. That person was George Willard, who was a reporter for the 

"Winesburg Eagle." He lived for talking to George. He spent long, lonely hours 

waiting, hoping that George would drop by so he would have someone to talk to. 

The story "Hands" creates a mood of sadness for anyone who reads it. It makes 

you stop and think of the tremendous waste of human life which occurs because 
of loneliness. When a person is unable, or unallowed to communicate with 

society, that person might as well not even exist. Wing experienced what is 
plaguing countless people in the world today, the disease of loneliness. 
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This paper focuses well on one aspect of the story and develops it by relating the 

situation of the story to what the student imagines to be a widespread problem "in the 

world today:' The student presents his opinion well, but there is no real attempt to 

argue for or defend it, there are no speci;ic references to the text (or to the student's own 
experience or observation of the problem of loneliness in "the world today"), and there 

is no serious attempt to explain the reasons and cite the evidence for his opinion. His 
paper, however, is more coherent than most responses to this particular assignment and 

is typical in its generalized approach to the text. 

Next came the summary assignment discussed above, and then students were asked 

to "interpret" a story of their choice from Winesburg. The first thing I noticed about 

their responses to this assignment was the frequency with which they cited textual 

evidence for their conclusions. Furthermore, while it resulted in more awkwardness, 

they demonstrated greater self-consciousness about their own thinking processes and 

greater awareness of the possibility for other conclusions by using the first person to 
explain themselves more than they did in the first assignment, even though, ironically, 

the first assignment was specifically designated as "personal" opinion. 

Here are some excerpts from one student's paper on the story "Loneliness": 

The purpose of this story is to show the reader that George is getting old 

enough to pursue women. Enoch warns him about women and he tells George 

that girls aren't all fun and games. They can hurt you. I know George is 

interested when he keeps asking Enoch to tell him more about the women in his 

life and why they made him so lonely. 

Enoch and George are told to be somewhat alike. At one point Enoch's called a 

man-boy and George is called a boy-man. I think Anderson is telling us that 

Enoch and George are alike in some ways and that George shouldn't ruin his life 
with the wrong girl. 

The style of these brief excerpts reveals this student as an average writer. However, the 

content and strategy of the writing reveal the first glimmers of real critical thinking 

ability. The first sentence of the first excerpt shows that the student is trying to fit this 

story into Winesburg as a whole. The rest of the excerpt shows the student's awareness 
of the need to cite evidence and give reasons for his interpretation. The last sentence of 

the excerpt shows the student tracing the route of his own thinking. The first sentence 

of the second excerpt is awkwardly written. However, it shows the student struggling to 
tie the conclusion of his last sentence to textual evidence. 

The following excerpts, from another student's paper on the story "Loneliness;' show 

even more stylistic difficulties, but the clumsiness may very well result from the 
student's attempt to write and think in an unfamiliar way. (These excerpts are unedi

ted.) 
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. . .I felt that Enoch was the type of person who is too insecure to stand up for 

himself. I get this from the way that his friends would interpret his painting in a 

totally different way than he wanted and he wouldn't stand up for himself and 

tell them that that is not what he meant. 
After a period of silence in Enoch's life, he got married. This began another 

phase in Enoch's life, he felt like a more liberal person. He voted now, walked 

more business like, he felt like he was a more important person. I felt this way 

because of a conversation he had with a man on a train. They discussed politics, 
while they discussed this the man handed him a cigar. After he received the cigar, 

Enoch is known to have said to himself, "I gave him something to think about, 

that fellow:' I took this whole situation as Enoch realized he was finally impor

tant in the world. 
Eventually Enoch's marriage faded and he sent his wife away. He then sat alone 

with one lady friend who he talked to every night. He had an inside passion for 

the lady. I felt this because he always said he wanted her to stay and leave at the 

same time, he never could make up his mind. He told her things he never told 

others . ... 

I feel that Enoch is afraid to trust people because every time he begins to trust 
them he sent them away. I know that he is not happy with what he does because 

in his last statement he said, 'Tm alone, all alone here, it was warm and friendly 

in my room but now I'm all alone:' This statement to me explained everything 

there is to be said. I felt that he brought this on himself because he always 

excluded his friends when he just got to know them. 

Over and over again ("I get this from ... ," "I felt this way because of. .. ," "Enoch is 

know to have said to himself. .. ;' "I felt this because ... ;' "I know that he is not 
happy ... because ... he said .. :') the student demonstrates her consciousness of the 

process by which she is drawing inferences and uses that knowledge to provide specific 

support. 
Here is an excerpt from a better writer's paper on the story "Queer:' 

I also feel the author does an excellent job of illustrating the extent of jealousy 

that Elmer feels toward George Willard. This is shown when Elmer first talks to, 

or confronts George. The author heavily emphasizes how very nicely George is 

dressed up, "very spruce and dressed up," as it is put in the story. It never directly 

says that Elmer is jealous of George, but does imply that he cannot believe that 

George ever had the unhappy days or desires to become wanted and accepted as 
Elmer had. The way that Elmer idolizes George is very apparent when he thinks 
to himself, "I'll show that George Willard. He'll find out, I'll show him:' Due to 

his jealousy, Elmer soon develops a hate for George, because of what he thinks 

George stands for. In Elmer's mind George represents the town, and the town is 

who labeled [his family] "queer." This is where Elmer first decides to hit George, 

his reason being described in this quote: "Might not one by striking his person 
strike also the greater enemy:' 
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This student moves more gracefully from his ideas to specific textual references, but he 

displays no more critical thinking ability than the two students cited just above. Indeed, 

he lapses at one point into a generalized statement about what the text implies, ignoring 

momentarily his own role as reader, and trying to escape the need to explain fully how 
he draws his inference: "It never directly says that Elmer is jealous of George, but does 

imply that he cannot believe that George ever had the unhappy days or desires to 

become wanted and accepted as Elmer had:' 

What this range of excerpts shows is that a student does not have to be a polished 
writer in order to learn critical thinking and that even a (more or less) polished writer 

has something to learn about it. Regardless of style, I attribute to their work with the 

plot summary these students' growth in learning to read, write, and think critically, to 

offer support for their interpretations, to cite specific textual evidence, and to trace the 
path by which they arrived at their conclusions. The plot summary was the key 

assignment (second in a sequence of five), the one that marked the point after which, in 

my eyes, students began to shift into a more critical mode. The sequence of assignments 

went on to call for a comparison/ contrast of two stories from "Winesburg" and an 

evaluation of the whole book using a contemporary review or a critical article for 

purposes of support or contrast. 

The following evaluation, written by the same student who wrote summary #2 and 

the essay on "Hands" quoted in full above, shows how a basically good student found 
the whole enterprise of learning to think critically rather frustrating: 

The novel Winesburg, Ohio by Sherwood Anderson is not lacking in quality 

stories, but critical reading must take place before that fact is realized. As stated 
in the July 20, 1919, issue of the Springfield (Mass.) Republican by an anony

mous writer, " ... the only sort of reading by which a person may gain any 

profit from reading Sherwood Anderson's Winesburg, Ohio . . .is by searching 

his reading matter paragraph by paragraph for new ideas and bits of beauty." 
That statement really sums up my feelings about the novel. 

Sherwood Anderson does a commendable job of creating a picture in the 

reader's mind of the small town way of life. By showing George Willard coming 

of age in a small town setting, he makes us think back to our own adolescent 
years, and the numerous bittersweet experiences that we ourselves encountered. 

However, I do not feel that he takes it any further than that as he should have. 

His stories have an underlying significance, but it is always hard to find. His way 

of writing is extremely hard to follow and confusing, and almost impossible to 

make any sense of whatsoever. His writing is usually quite boring to read, 

because nothing really happens in his stories. His characters do not get described 

very well, and they participate in dull activities that usually do not amount to 
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much. The stories seem to be lacking a climax, and each ending is as if Anderson 
just quit writing and forgot to end his thoughts. 

The review from the Springfield (Mass .) Republican states, "The step from real 
merit to worthlessness in writing is so imperceptible that many times the average 
reader misses it. . . ." It then goes on to say that this applies completely to 
Winesburg, Ohio. I agree wholeheartedly with that opinion of the novel. I think 
that Sherwood Anderson left too many unanswered questions in the stories . This 
in turn left the door wide open to countless different interpretations of each story. 
I personally do not like to have to completely guess as to what a story means . 
The stories are so vague that the reader is forced to analyze each individual 
paragraph to try desperately to make any sense at all out of them. 

Winesburg, Ohio by Sherwood Anderson does have some positive attributes 
to its credit. It does draw a remarkably clear picture of typical small town life. 
However, the stories are just not developed enough to provide the reader with a 
clear message to go away with. After each story there is always some doubt as to 
whether or not your interpretation of the story would comply with what Ander
son intended it to mean. 

Despite this student's frustration and despite the fact that this paper suffers from some 
of the same problems as his first paper on "Hands," I would submit that his work 
demonstrates his progress as a critical thinker. In his final evaluation, he shows that he 
recognizes other viewpoints besides his own are possible, he concedes the novel has 
some value, he balances positive and negative statements, he uses quotations from his 
source effectively, and he supports his own view with conviction and solid (if somewhat 
generalized) reasons. He shows that he has learned how to make a commitment in a 
world in which knowledge and truth are relative (to use Perry's definition of critical 
maturity). 

At this point it is only appropriate that I follow my students' critical example and 
claim only relative value for the plot summary. While I see this assignment as a turning 
point, the whole sequence of assignments contributed to student progress. It also helped 
that we worked on the same text all quarter, that we leavened the critical writing with 
more informal personal experience papers on small town life, that we viewed a film on 
small towns and listened to tapes of Garrison Keillor telling anecdotes of small town 
life, and that we spent considerable time on pre-writing, revision and peer review. 
Nevertheless, it was the plot summary assignment that made lightbulbs turn on over 
more students' heads, that sent more of them back to the text to read more critically and 
self-consciously, and that sent more of them to the next assignments with a better sense 
of relativity in meaning and value, the process of inferencing and hypothesizing, the 
nature of textual evidence, and the need to establish validity. 
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