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WHY LEARNING TO
SUMMARIZE
STORIES MATTERS
FOR YOUNG
READERS

When  children  first
encounter  the  task  of
w r i t i n g  a  s t o r y
summary,  they  often
feel  overwhelmed.
After all, how can they
possibly  condense  an
ent i re  adventure,
mystery,  or  fairy  tale
i n t o  j u s t  a  f e w
sentences? The truth is
that learning to write a

strong  story  summary
is  one  of  the  most
va luable  sk i l l s  an
elementary  student
can  develop.  It  builds
r e a d i n g
c o m p r e h e n s i o n ,
sharpens  c r i t i ca l
thinking,  and lays  the
foundation  for  clear
w r i t t e n
communication.  This
guide  for  writing
story  summaries
elementary students
will walk through every
step of the process in a
way  that  is  simple,
engaging, and easy to
put into practice.
Think of a summary as
a  t iny  window  that
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s h o w s  t h e  m o s t
important  parts  of  a
s t o r y .  I t  i s  n o t  a
retelling of every single
detail. Instead, a good
summary captures the
heart of the tale—who
the  characters  are,
where the story takes
p l a c e ,  t h e  m a i n
problem,  and  how
e v e r y t h i n g  g e t s
resolved.  When  you
follow  a  clear  guide
for  writing  story
s u m m a r i e s
e l e m e n t a r y
students,  you  help
y o u n g  r e a d e r s
transform from passive
listeners  into  active
th inke r s  who  can
identify  what  truly
matters  in  a  story.

WHAT EXACTLY IS
A STORY
SUMMARY?

A story summary is  a
s h o r t ,  f o c u s e d
overview that tells the
main events of a story

without including every
l i t t l e  d e t a i l .  F o r
elementary students, it
helps  to  compare  a
summary  to  a  movie
trailer.  A trailer shows
you the most  exciting
p a r t s  o f  a  m o v i e
without  giving  away
everything.  It  makes
you curious and helps
you understand the big
picture.  A  wr i t ten
summary  does  the
exact same thing for a
story.
When  fo l l ow ing  a
guide  for  writing
story  summaries
e l e m e n t a r y
s t u d e n t s ,  i t  i s
essential  to  explain
that a summary should
always  include  the
f o l l o w i n g  c o r e
elements:

Characters:
Who is the story
about? (e.g., a
brave rabbit, a
kind girl, a silly
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monster)
Setting: Where
and when does
the story
happen? (e.g., a
dark forest, a
busy school, a
magical
kingdom)
Problem: What
goes wrong or
what does the
main character
want? (e.g., the
rabbit is lost, the
girl needs a
friend)
Key Events:
What happens to
solve the
problem? (e.g.,
the rabbit follows
the river, the girl
shares her lunch)
Solution: How
does the story
end? (e.g., the
rabbit finds
home, the girl
makes a new
friend)

By breaking down the

summary  into  these
building blocks,  young
writers  can  approach
t h e  t a s k  w i t h
confidence.  This
structure  keeps  them
from  getting  lost  in
minor details and helps
them  focus  on  the
story  arc.

WHY WRITING
STORY
SUMMARIES IS SO
IMPORTANT FOR
ELEMENTARY
STUDENTS

Teachers  and  parents
often  ask  why  they
should  invest  t ime
teaching  summary
w r i t i n g  t o  y o u n g
children. The answer is
simple:  summarizing
b u i l d s  e s s e n t i a l
academic  and  l i fe
skills. When you use a
guide  for  writing
story  summaries
e l e m e n t a r y
students, you are not
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just teaching a writing
exerc i se .  You  are
teaching  children  how
to think.

Improvin
g
Reading
Compreh
ension
Summarizing  forces  a
child to ask, "What did
I  just  read?"  They
c a n n o t  w r i t e  a
summary  w i thout
understanding  the
story. This encourages
active  reading  rather
than  passively  turning
pages.  Over  t ime,
s tudents  become
better at tracking plot
points,  remembering
character  names,  and
connecting  cause  and
effect.

Building
Writing
Confidenc
e
Many  e lementary
s t u d e n t s  f e e l
intimidated  by  long
writing  assignments.
Summaries  are  short
and manageable. They
give  children  a  clear
g o a l :  w r i t e  a  f e w
sentences  that  make
sense.  Completing  a
summary gives a sense
of accomplishment and
builds  the  confidence
to tackle larger writing
projects later.

Developin
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g Critical
Thinking

Skills
A  g o o d  s u m m a r y
requires  a  chi ld  to
d e c i d e  w h a t  i s
important and what is
n o t .  S h o u l d  t h e y
include the description
of  the  hero 's  hat?
Probably  not.  Should
t h e y  i n c l u d e  t h e
moment  t he  he ro
found  the  treasure?
A b s o l u t e l y .  T h i s
d e c i s i o n - m a k i n g
process  strengthens
analytical thinking that
benefits  every  subject,
from science to  social
studies.

Preparing

for
Standardi
zed Tests
R e a d i n g
comprehension  tests
often  ask  students  to
summarize  passages.
B y  p r a c t i c i n g
s u m m a r i e s  i n
elementary  school,
c h i l d r e n  b e c o m e
familiar with the format
and expectations. They
l e a r n  t o  a n s w e r
questions  about  main
ideas  and  deta i l s
quickly and accurately.

A STEP-BY-STEP
GUIDE FOR
WRITING STORY
SUMMARIES:
ELEMENTARY
STUDENTS
EDITION

Now it is time to dive
into the practical steps.
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This guide for writing
story  summaries
elementary students
i s  des igned  to  be
simple  enough  for  a
second grader to follow
yet thorough enough to
help  older  elementary
students  refine  their
skills. Each step builds
on the previous one.

Step 1:
Read the
Story
Twice
B e f o r e  w r i t i n g
anything,  students
need to understand the
story.  The  first  read
s h o u l d  b e  f o r
enjoyment. The second
read  should  be  for
gathering  detai ls .
During  the  second
reading,  encourage
s t u d e n t s  t o  a s k

themselves  questions
like:

Who is the main
character?
What is the
character's big
problem or goal?
What are the
three most
important things
that happen?
How does the
story end?

Some  children  find  it
helpful  to  underline
key  sentences  or  jot
quick notes on a scrap
piece  of  paper.  This
active  reading  step
makes the rest of  the
writing  process  much
easier.

Step 2:
Use the
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"Somebo
dy
Wanted
But So
Then"

Method
This is one of the most
effective  strategies  for
elementary students. It
gives  them  a  simple
formula  to  organize
their thoughts. Here is
how it works:

Somebody: Who
is the main
character?
Wanted: What
did the character
want?
But: What was
the problem?
So: What did the
character do

about the
problem?
Then: How did it
end?

For example, using the
story  of  "The  Three
Little Pigs":  Somebody
wanted three little pigs
to build houses. But a
wolf  wanted  to  blow
them down. So the pigs
built  stronger  houses.
Then the wolf could not
blow  down  the  brick
house,  and  the  pigs
were safe.
This  framework  is  a
fantastic  guide  for
w r i t i n g  s t o r y
s u m m a r i e s
elementary students
b e c a u s e  i t  t u r n s
abstract  ideas  into  a
concrete,  fill-in-the-
blank exercise that any
child can master.

Step 3:
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Write a
Topic

Sentence
The  topic  sentence
tells  the  reader  what
the  summary  will  be
about. It should include
the  title  of  the  story
a n d  t h e  m a i n
c h a r a c t e r .  F o r
example:  "The  story
'Charlotte's  Web'  is
about  a  pig  named
W i l b u r  a n d  h i s
friendship with a clever
s p i d e r  n a m e d
C h a r l o t t e . "  T h i s
sentence  sets  the
stage  and  gives  the
reader a clear starting
point.

Step 4:

Add the
Key
Events in
Order
Using  the  notes  from
Step 2, students should
w r i t e  t w o  t o  f o u r
sentences that explain
what happened in the
story .  The  events
s h o u l d  b e  i n
chronological  order.
Remind  students  to
focus only on the most
important  actions.  If
removing  a  deta i l
would  not  change the
story, it probably does
n o t  b e l o n g  i n  a
summary.
For example, instead of
writing:  "Wilbur  was
scared when he heard
the bad news from the
old sheep. He cried and
felt  sad.  Charlotte
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promised to help him."
A  better  summary
sentence  would  be:
"When  Wilbur  learned
he  was  in  danger  of
be ing  turned  in to
bacon ,  Cha r l o t te
promised to  save him
using her web."

Step 5:
Write a
Strong
Conclusio
n
Sentence
T h e  c o n c l u s i o n
s e n t e n c e  s h o u l d
explain  how the  story
e n d s  o r  w h a t  t h e
character  learned.  It
t i e s  e v e r y t h i n g
together and gives the
reader  a  sense  o f

closure.  For  example:
"In the end, Charlotte's
p lan  worked ,  and
Wilbur  lived  a  long,
happy life on the farm,
forever grateful for his
true friend."

Step 6:
Read the
Summary
Aloud
and Edit
A f te r  w r i t i ng  t he
summary,  students
should read it aloud to
t h e m s e l v e s  o r  a
partner. Reading aloud
he lps  them  ca tch
m i s s i n g  w o r d s ,
awkward  phrasing,  or
sentences that  do not
make sense. Ask them
t o  c h e c k  i f  t h e i r
summary  answers  the
b a s i c  w h o ,  w h a t ,
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where, when, and why
questions. If something
is  missing,  they  can
add  it  in  this  editing
step.

COMMON
MISTAKES
ELEMENTARY
STUDENTS MAKE
WHEN WRITING
SUMMARIES (AND
HOW TO FIX THEM)

Even  w i th  a  so l i d
guide  for  writing
story  summaries
e l e m e n t a r y
students, children will
make some predictable
errors. The good news
is that these mistakes
are  easy  to  correct
with  a  little  practice
and gentle guidance.

Mistake
1:

Including
Too Many
Details
Many students want to
retell  the entire story.
T h e y  i n c l u d e
descriptions  of  what
characters  wore,  what
they ate,  or  what  the
weather  was  l ike .
Encourage  them  to
ask,  " Is  this  detai l
essential  to the plot?"
If  the answer is no, it
can be removed.

Mistake
2: Adding
Personal
Opinions
A summary should  be
objective.  Sentences



Guide For Writing Story Summaries Elementary
Students 11

11

like "I  think this  story
was  boring"  or  "The
character  was  really
mean" do not belong in
a  summary.  Remind
students that they can
share their opinions in
a  book  review,  but  a
s u m m a r y  s h o u l d
simply  state  the  facts
of the story.

Mistake
3: Writing
Too Much
or Too
Little
Some  students  write
one  vague  sentence,
while  others  write  an
entire  page.  A  good
ru l e  o f  t humb  f o r
elementary students is
that a summary should
be  about  three  to  five
sentences  long.  I t

s h o u l d  c o v e r  t h e
beginning, middle, and
end  without  dragging
on.

Mistake
4:
Copying
Sentence
s from
the Book
C o p y i n g  i s  n o t
summarizing.  Teach
students  to  use  their
own words.  If  they find
themselves  copying  a
sentence directly, they
should close the book
and  t ry  to  say  the
same  th ing  us ing
simpler  language.

FUN ACTIVITIES TO
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PRACTICE WRITING
STORY

SUMMARIES

The best way to master
any  skill  is  through
p r a c t i c e .  T h e s e
engaging  activities
make summary writing
feel more like a game
than  a  chore.  Each
activity  reinforces  the
principles in this guide
for  writing  story
s u m m a r i e s
e l e m e n t a r y
students .

Activity
1:
Summary
in Six
Words
Challenge  students  to
summarize  an  entire
story  using  only  six

words.  This  forces
them to choose every
word  carefully.  For
example,  for  "Where
the  Wild  Things  Are":
" B o y  s a i l s  a w a y ,
becomes king,  returns
home."  This  exercise
builds  precision  and
creativity.

Activity
2: Comic
Strip
Summari
es
Have  students  draw
four or five panels that
s h o w  t h e  m o s t
important  events  of  a
story.  Then,  under
each panel, they write
o n e  s e n t e n c e
d e s c r i b i n g  w h a t
happens.  The  visual
element helps students
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who  struggle  with
writing  to  organize
their  thoughts  before
they  put  words  on
paper.

Activity
3: Partner
Summary
Swap
Pair students together.
Each  student  writes  a
summary of  the same
story. Then they trade
papers and read each
other's work. They can
discuss  what  details
each  person  included
and  whether  anything
important was left out.
T h i s  p e e r  r e v i e w
process  reinforces  the
core  elements  of  a
good  summary.

Activity
4: The
"Summar
y Jar"
Write  the  names  of
familiar stories on slips
of paper and put them
in  a  jar.  Each  day,  a
student  draws a  story
and  wr i tes  a  one -
minute summary aloud
for the class. This oral
practice  builds  fluency
and  confidence  before
moving  to  wr i t ten
summaries.

HOW TEACHERS
AND PARENTS CAN
SUPPORT
SUMMARY
WRITING AT HOME
AND IN THE
CLASSROOM

Adults  play  a  crucial
role in helping children
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d e v e l o p  s t r o n g
s u m m a r y  s k i l l s .
Whether  you  are  a
teacher  planning  a
lesson  or  a  parent
h e l p i n g  w i t h
homework ,  these
strategies  will  make
the  process  smooth
and  effective.

Model
Summari
zing
Aloud
When you read a story
together,  pause  and
say,  "Let  me  try  to
summarize  what  we
just read." Then state a
short  summary  out
loud. Children learn by
example,  and  hearing
a fluent summary gives
t h e m  a  m o d e l  t o
imitate.

Use Short
Stories at
First
Beginning summarizers
should work with very
short  texts—picture
books, short fables, or
e v e n  a  s i n g l e
p a r a g r a p h .  L o n g
chapter books can feel
overwhelming.  As  the
child  gains  confidence,
gradually  introduce
longer  stories.

Provide
Sentence
Starters
Sentence  starters
reduce  the  anxiety  of
facing  a  blank  page.
Offer prompts like:

"This story is
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about..."
"The main
character
wanted..."
"The problem
was..."
"In the end..."

These  simple  phrases
guide the child through
the  s t ructure  o f  a
summary  w i thout

requi r ing  them  to
invent everything from
scratch.

Give
Specific
Praise
Instead of saying


