Writing a Précis

What is a précis?

It is a short summary of the essential ideas of a longer composition; the basic thought of a passage is reproduced in miniature, retaining the mood and tone of the original. No interpretation or comment should be interjected. It must possess clear, emphatic diction and effective sentence construction. Its unity and coherence should be emphasised through smooth, unobtrusive transitions. Your summary must be intelligible to a reader who has not seen the original and should have solid compositional worth. 

200 words is the desired length of a précis, unless otherwise specified.

Why are we doing this?

To help improve your in-class writing skills

To give you experience in something that you will undoubtedly have to do when you go to university.

To help you in note-taking and studying.

To note and study the MAIN points of an article or lecture.

How to write a précis?

First, write an outline of the main ideas – those you see as most important. Think of it this way – you are summarising the lecture for a friend who missed the class and the material will be on an upcoming test. Also, you may want to include a brief statement about the tone, audience, or purpose of the article. 

Second, put your outline into sentence/paragraph form.

Third, count the number of words and make necessary changes. 

Do's and Don'ts of Precis Writing

Start your precis by creating context (setting) and stating the main idea of the piece. Then you should begin presenting the method that the author used to defend this thesis.

Always state the name of the article/document, the author and the source (is it from a magazine, book, encyclopedia, etc.)

Do not use the words "in this article." Use the style "Crane argues that the most significant contribution of the Czechs was . . "

When writing about history, use the past tense.

Do not use abbreviations or contractions.

When looking at primary sources, you should make note of the origin, purpose, value, and limitations of the document. (See website on Evaluation of sources)

Count your "ands." 

Avoid words like big, good, bad, little, and a lot. Also, do not use the phrase "throughout history." This is cliché.

Titles of texts should be put in italics OR underlined.

RUN A SPELL CHECK!!!
