
THE 
WRITER'S 
PRACTICE 

I ----
Building Confidence in 

, Your Nonfiction Writing 

JOHN WARNER 
I 

PENGUIN BOOKS 

• 



What Do They Mean? 

(Argument Summary and Response) 

one of the fundamental skills in making arguments is to be able to 

accurately convey the arguments of others. In writing teacher cir

cles, we often call this "summary," but I've found that this word 

can be somewhat misleading. A good summary doesn't just repeat 

what someone else said as a kind of regurgitation of content; it 

distills the original text down to its core meaning. 

A good summary zeroes in on the main idea of the text, the au

thor's point. It captures the forest without describing all the individ

ual trees. When you summarize, it is as though you are standing in 

the shoes of the original author and are the vessel through which 

their ideas flow. Now, when you write something that brings a sum

mary of another person's argument together with your own argu

ment, you may reveal strong disagreements (or agreements, or a mix 

ofboth) with this other person's argument, but while summarizing 

the other's argument you're trying to be as true to the original as 

possible. 

Ideally for the audience, the summary stands in the place of 

h_aving to read the original text. They can trust you, the summa

rizer, to accurately convey what this other person was claiming to 

be true. 

For a summary to be effective, it must be shorter, often a good 
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AUDIENCE 

otherwise, why are 
Your 

. b ut an argument put forward in the ar-
. . s curious a o , h . 

The audience 1 
. . but they don t ave time to read it 

, summarizing, . . 
tide you re fi d out what the fuss is about. They trust 

, e to you to n . 
They ve com, . diately checking on the accuracy of your 

d won t be imme . 
you an h .11 obviously have enough information to do 
summary, b_ut t ey w1 . 
so if they desire, at some future point. 

'
1
f they find out you've steered them wrong, you may perma-

nently lose credibility as a source to be trusted. 

PROCESS 

1. Find an article with an argument. 

These are readily available. Every newspaper has an op-ed ( opinion 

and editorial) section. Websites are constantly publishing argu

ments, which is why we can spend so much time arguing with 

total strangers on social media. Make sure the article comes from 

a v:ri~ably credible source, and choose an argument in which 

you re interested. 

2. Read the article. 

Read the article h · you 
c once t rough to get the gist. With pracuce, 
an usually do a 1 . 1 read· 

through b . , most Y accurate summary after a sing e d 
' ut it s a g d h b. b ck an 

check y 00 a it to do one read then go a 
our understanding ' 

Are there an . bout 

vocabulary th y parts you kind of get but not entirely? What a Jso 
at you m 1 are a 

tnaybe guessin °st Y understand in context but 
g about a little bit? 



h ~rticle refers to an incident or idea in 
baps t e . h . b , a way that as-

per , '-"'amiliar wit 1t, ut you aren t. Take som . 
ou rel• . e time to fill 

sul11es Y . your knowledge, until you feel you have 
aps 111 an excellent 

at1Y g the article. These days, we have wonderfull h d 
dle on h b . y an y 

natl fingertips (or t um tips) to work with. 
ls at our 

coo 

ft a summary. 
3 vra d' d . . d d · . our au 1ence an purpose in min , raft your sum 
J{eeping Y . . . mary. 

'11 ant to focus on the argument, really distill it to its essence 
~ u w . . 
As you write, you should give the argument to the author, using 

. r name and a verb that conveys the fact that they' re the one 
thet h " . making the argument, sue as: Warner believes writing an accu-
rate summary is a C fundamental' skill for writing arguments." 

Notice the difference between that sentence and something like 
this: "Warner wrote about how summaries are used in argu-

,, 
ments. 

The second example doesn't share any claim I (Warner) made. It 
describes content rather than summarizes argument. Verbs like 
"believes," ccclaims," "argues," even "says" (provided it's followed 
by a claim) help make sure you're.focusing on the original author's 
argument. 

Once you've identified the main idea, think about your audi
ence. After hearing the central claim, they're likely to be thinking, 

"Why? Why does this person believe this thing I'm being told?" 
Use the remainder of the summary to tell them why the origi

~a.l ~uth0r believes what they believe. You will be supporting that 
initial cla· b · · f h 1 . 

, 1m a out the main argument with a series o ot er c aims. 
It s like th . · b · d 11 b . ose Russian nesting dolls. You start with the ig O Y 
tnaking 1 . 1 . h t su a c aim, open it up, and then each doll is another c aim t a 

PPorts the one before it. 
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h summary. h . 1 
4. rest t e h has not read t e artlc e you're su eone w · 0 Illlllar · • Find som d your summary. 1z1ng 

h e thern rea . and av , done without letting them refer to 
When they re ' . Your su ·f h y can accurately summarize your surnrna tn-ry see 1 t e . . 1 . ry. n1a ' h them read the origina article. Have thern . Next, ave . . Write a 

summary of the main point after reading th . one-sentence e article 
. match up with what they got from your summary, · Does 1t · 

If something is off, discuss it with your tester. What meanin 
are they getting that you're missing? It's possible they're off bas: 
and you're on target. Hash it out until you're satisfied that you've 
accurately captured the original. 

5. Revise, edit, and title. 

A summary rarely stands by itself, but it's worth taking the time to 
address any of your reader's questions or concerns. 

-----■ 
REFLECT 

This is going to s d d rnost diffi 
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. oun ° d, but I believe reading is one of our 
cu t skills It sou d d lk' about here k · n s O d because everyone we're ta ing 

nows how to d b 1 d there are a lot f c rea , ut it is very hard to read wel , an . 
o i.orces wo k. . d c deep un derstandin r ing against allowing us to rea 10r 

Wh g and engagement 
en a readin i c . . [eel over· 

whehning . g s i.orced on you, sometimes it can rbe 
r ct· ' lllak1ng sk. . tiJlles ea 1ng seem . . . unm1ng highly tempting. sorne . e1 our 
atte . s in1ti~lly d 1· 1 . . dividtllz, I ntion or 1 d' u or uninteresting, either d bilr don't ea ing to th h wor s, rernernb e old "I ran my eyes over t e er a th; n rr" _ _ _ • 1 

.... ~•~' 
\ i ll 
1~. 

' 

oft 
ose 

ca . 
111i1ltlf 

eo1 
vll1 
5t1fll 

a • 

sa ge 1: 

froril 1 
rbe rJll 

I kr 
read s1 

that I~ 

virtUe 

Rea 
tling fj 
alwayi 
need it 

Aftt 
ate in , 

find it 
You've 
You've 



Research and A 'l~ 
rgurnent ......_ 

129 

f we're incentivized to read qui kl 0 ten . h b c y, gleaning h . 
the gist m1g t e enough to figur t e gist be-ase e out a q . ca . 1e~choice exam or convince someon 

1 
. uestion on a mt1lt1P e we aid eyes h t but in the process we often miss som h' on t e doc-ufllen , et 1ng Wh . . mary, this can turn into a game of tel h · en Writing a sum d h . ep one, where a is passed aroun t e circle. As the orig· 1 mes-sage ina message moves 

f 111 person to person, each person misses a littl b' . ro . . 1 b . e it in turn, and 
th rneaning ultimate y ecomes distorted in larg e . h. . e, not small, ways. 

I know I experience t 1s 1n my own writing b t . , , , u it s true when I 
ead student work as well. I m so conditioned to look c . k r 1or m1sta es 

that I start to see flaws where they aren't present, or I may overlook 
virtues because I'm too busy focusing on other things. 

Reading deliberately, checking my understanding, and not set
tling for the gist has become a really important skill for me. I don't 
always employ it, and it's not always necessary, but I know when 1 
need it, it's there. 

After this experience, maybe try practicing being more deliber
ate in your reading. When the reading is important, I think you'll 
find it actually saves time. When you need to make use of what 
you've been reading, you'll have a much better handle on what 
you've read. 

REMIX 

Once you've crafted a good summary, it's time to respond with an 
argument of your own. 

D . • · 1 thor' s opinion? Or 0 you agree or disagree with the ongina au 
· · d b 1· x but on the is it some mix of the two? On the one han , I e ieve ' 
0ther hand, I believe Y. 

A k to extend the argu-response to an original summary see s 
1 rn b . say someone e se . ent Y adding.to it. This is not JUSt a chance to . 

is w d h onversauon. rong (or right). It's a chance to exten t e c 
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think of it is to go back to your audience ~h· The best way to . . · 1 ink . terested third party who 1s trying their best t of them as an in 
o un. 

d h . sue being argued over. Your response is me derstan t e is . ant to enhance their understanding. 
Make sure you start your response by declaring where you 

stand (agree, disagree, or a bit of both), followed by answering the 
likely next question, "Why?" 

Focus on satisfying the audience's curiosity over this issue while 
also trying to be the most persuasive voice in the chain of argu
ment. This means not only being clear with your own claims but 
offering evidence and argument in support of those claims. 



Huh? Say What? 

(Research Translation) 

Just about every day in the news you'll hear or read something like 

"Based in research coming out of [ very important and impressive 

sounding place] . . ." Because a news reader or news publication is 

presenting this research that has come from this impressive place, 

we're inclined to trust it, but should we? 

I find academic research intimidating to read, even having been 

exposed to it for more than twenty years. And yet when I see re

porting on research I'm familiar with, I often find mistakes, over

generalizations, misinterpretations, exaggerations. It's frustrating 

when I know something is off. It also makes me wonder if some

thing is off more often than I know when I hear about research in 

areas I'm not familiar with. 
Academic research may embrace jargon that seems obscure to 

the layperson. The procedures make my head spin, and the statis~i

cal findings, with their confidence intervals and standard devia-

tions, are equally confounding. . 
It's important to remember that academic research is written for 

spe 'fi · · d All the stuff ci c audiences and with specific purposes in min · 
that seems confusing to a layperson helps other academics jud~e 
the d . . . h pproached their 

un erly1ng rigor with which the aut ors a 
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isa r terminology that seems obscu . ·argon o 

re. to arch. Using J ci· fie field signals belonging to th ll1t 
rese in the spe 

at field but is cornn1on . ember of the particular tribe for wh .....___ h r(s) is a m 
om th· 

that the aut o d and is of interest. is l . conducte researc 1 15 
, arily make academic research elitist 0 

. d sn t necess 
r e.xc1 This oe d in the office of a coaching staff for a u-. If u sat own . . Profes-sive. yo , d be equally subject to Jargon or terms that sional sport, you , £ 1 . . se.ern 

.., d fusing. It s a way or peop e w1th1n a cultu 
foreign an con 

re to speak to one another. . . . . " There are some writers who spec1ahze 1n popularizing" aca-demic research. Malcolm Gladwell, a writer for the New Yorker, is perhaps the most well known, though many academics are critical of the way he sometimes ignores the complexities of the research he popularizes. 
But the vast majority of published research never breaks out of the academic world. This experience is designed to achieve two things: (1) get you working with academic research in order to up your comfort level with texts that are often complex and foreign, and (2) do a favor for the academics who publish their research by "translating" their findings for a more general audience. This will also be an excellent challenge to your reading skills, since it may initially feel like diving into a foreign language. 

AUDIENCE 
Your aud · • 

• · nd like 
ience consists of regular people who are curious a to learn n h· 

d ' make a 
ew t ings about the world but probably on t 

1 
regular hab · t f . 

l 0£ supp Y 
Ch . 1 0 perusing publications such as the Journa ~ . or ain Manage h 

· l ctronics h mentor t e Journal of Biosensors and Bioe e ·cs. t e]ournalfio M . . 
. sematttt (All of th r a~itune Research or the Journal of Literary Th ese exist for real.) 

. their ey want to know what the researchers have found 10 
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h but they don't want to do the hard k 
earc , wor of read. 

res ting the academic research for thems 1 
1ng and 

. cerpre e ves. 
111 goal is to wow them by telling them s h· 

you d omet ing cool th 
, already know. It nee not be life changin ey 

didn t , . . c. g or earth shatt 
but you re a1m1ng 1or something they m. h er-

ing, 1 l'k h ig t want to pass 
to someone e se, 1 e t at trees and plant 

along . s can apparentl 
municate with each other through a network f d Y 

c0t11 . o un erground 

fu 
oi as found 1n the research of Suzanne Simard of th U . . 

Ot,-, . e n1vers1ty 
of British Columbia. 

That's cool, right? 

You'll want to provide a sufficient translation of the original aca

demic research to give your audience enough information to pass 
on the cool idea to someone else. 

PROCESS 

1. Choose the journal and article. 

You can easily find lists of academic journals online at Wikipedia 

and elsewhere. If you have access to an academic library, you will 

find the available resources through the library's online interfaces 

for journals. 
My recommendation is to start with a subject area of interest 

and then look for journals under that subject. When you find an 

interesting-lookingjournal, start browsing individual articles. The 

ankle abstracts should give a good indication as to whether a more 
th0rough look at the entire article is warranted. You only need one 

~rticle, and as long as there's an interesting takeaway in the find-
in . '11 gs it work for our purposes. 

2 D· · igest the article. . 
Nor '11 d it but this 

. ice I did not say "read" your article. Sure, you rea ' d 
kind f c. on what you nee 0 text often requires a process that iocuses 
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eet your J ber your . . 

ro rn ation. Rernern . but there will be much information 

of tnforrn h le arucle, 1 
to read rhe w O t to your goals. For examp e, the spe-

want 1 irrelevan 

h 
t will be large Y important for researchers who may 

t a rch sample are . 

cifics of a resea . h research, but you may Just need to 

repltcate t e 
want co try to 

1 
s random or a sample of convenience. 

h he samp e wa 
know t at t . d ·n why this sample was used than in the 

You're more intereste 1 

particular nitty-gritty. 
. 

h t Part Y
ou'll want to concentrate on the findings 

Fort e mos , 
and implications (sometimes also called "discussion"), which is 

where the results of the research and why the research is impor

tant is shared. Make sure you have a deep understanding of this 

material. This may require additional reading in sources other 

than the article. If there is a term or idea you don't understand, 

seek outside resources that will help you understand it. 

This is what is meant by" digesting" the article. You're not going 

to he able to bluff your understanding. 

3. Translate the article. 

Keeping your focus on d. , 
ed 

11 
your au ience s needs, attitudes, and knowl-

ge, te them what's . h 
hook th . . up wit the research. Think about how to 

e1r interest and th . . . . 

once their int . en satisfy their questions and cur10s1ty 

erest 1s hooked 
For exam 1 'f . 

Pe, 1 I said "o·a 
other?" you'd ' 1 you know that trees can talk to each 

next say something lik "Wh " My 

sentence wo ld e, atchoo talking about? 

o , u addd h 
nee I rn done With h ept and clarity to my initial statement. 

they w t at my d. · n 

ant answer d ' au ience likely has another quesoo 

~ thing?" or "Wh; h maybe something like, "Who would study such 

eeper into Wh s ould I believe you~ ,, . h. h I'd likely go 

Why c o conduct d h •, 1n w 1c case d 
1orest . e . t e r h d all 

ry scientist . esearc , how it was conducte ' 
s are intere t d. ·ons-

s e in researching these que5t1 
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4. audience and have them read your t 
. d an . . ranslation A k 

fttl heir interest 1n repeating your messa · s them 
rate t ge to someo 1 

ro 
1 

f one to ten where one means ul' d lik . ne e se on 
ca e O ' e to active} £ 

as ead this thing," and ten means, "I have tog fi d y orget I 
e-v-en r O n a tall bu·ld d a megaphone so I can shout this fascinati . c 1 

-
ing an " . ng in1orrnation to 
the world. 

Arter chat, ask them to repeat what they believe th , 
1 11 ey ve earned 

f hey're going to be broadcasting the message to th ld · I t e wor , you 
want to make sure the message is accurate. 

5_ Revise, edit, polish, title. 

Utilizing your audience feedback, as well as your own reflections 

on your draft and how well it engages your audience and purpose, 
revise your translation accordingly. 

A title that captures the most interesting nugget of the research 

will help hook the audience. 

---·
REFLECT 

How long did it take you to digest the article? Do you fee~ ~ore. 
co fid . . h h' k' d of specialized n ent 1n your ability to interact wit t 18 in 
research and writing? If so what technique or skill you employed 

·11 ' 
wi he most useful going forward? . h f cure to 

If n h d rk on 1n t e u . ot, w at do you think you nee to wo 
increase your confidence? 
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