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Summarizing
Strategies For

Elementary
Students

Introduction
: Why
Summarizin
g Matters in
Elementary
Education

In  today’s  fast-paced
world,  the  ability  to
distill  information  into
its  core  elements  is  a
skill  that  benefits
students long after they
leave the classroom. For

elementary  students,
learning  summarizing
strategies  is  not  just
a b o u t  c h e c k i n g  a
comprehension box — it
is  about  bui ld ing  a
foundation  for  critical
thinking,  improved
memory,  and  c lear
communication.  When
young  learners  master
how to summarize, they
move  from  passively
reading  or  listening  to
actively  engaging  with
content.  They  learn  to
identify  main  ideas,



discard  i r re levant
details,  and  express
concepts  in  their  own
words.  This  process
strengthens  reading
comprehension  and
writing  fluency,  two
pil lars  of  academic
success. But how do we
teach such an abstract
sk i l l  to  ch i ldren  in
grades K–5? The answer
lies  in  using  explicit,
structured methods that
break  down the  art  of
summar i z i ng  i n to
manageable, fun steps.
This  article  explores  a
variety  of  evidence-
based  summarizing
s t r a t e g i e s  f o r
elementary  students,
offering  teachers  and
parents  practical  tools
to  nurture  confident,
capable  learners.

What Is
Summarizin
g — And
What It Is
Not

Before  d iv ing  in to
specific  strategies,  it  is
important  to  define
summarizing clearly for
both  educators  and
students. A summary is
a  concise  restatement
of the main points of a
text,  story,  or  lesson,
written  or  spoken  in
one’s own words. Unlike
a  re te l l i ng ,  wh ich
includes every detail in
sequence,  a  summary
c o n d e n s e s  t h e
in fo rmat ion  wh i le
preserving the essential
m e a n i n g .  F o r
elementary  students,
the  distinction  often
gets  blurry.  They  may
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want  to  include  every
favorite  part  or  recall
e x a c t  s e n t e n c e s .
Effective  summarizing
strategies  help  them
separate  “must-know”
ideas  from  “nice-to-
know” extras. Teachers
c a n  e x p l a i n :  “ A
summary is like packing
a suitcase for a trip —
you only take what you
rea l ly  need .”  Th is
simple  analogy  makes
the concept accessible.
Moreover,  summarizing
is  not  paraphrasing  a
single  sentence;  it  is
synthesizing  multiple
ideas  into  a  coherent
short version. The goal
is to teach students that
a  g o o d  s u m m a r y
answers  the  questions:
Who?  What?  When?
Where?  Why?  How?  —
but  only  for  the  most
important elements.

Key
Comprehens
ion
Prerequisite
s for
Summarizin
g

Before  elementary
s t u d e n t s  c a n
successfully summarize,
t h e y  n e e d  s o l i d
foundational  reading
comprehension  skills.
Summarizing sits at the
t o p  o f  B l o o m ’ s
taxonomy,  requiring
students to analyze and
evaluate  information.
Therefore,  teachers
should ensure students
can:

Identify the main
idea of a
paragraph or
section.



Distinguish
between key
details and
supporting
details.
Understand the
structure of a
story (beginning,
middle, end) or an
informational text
(introduction,
body, conclusion).
Use context clues
to determine
meaning of
unfamiliar words.

Once  these  building
blocks  are  in  place,
explicit  summarizing
s t ra teg ies  can  be
in t roduced .  Many
educators  find  that
modeling the process —
thinking  aloud  while
summarizing  a  short
tex t  —  i s  the  most
effective  way  to
demonstrate  the  skill.
When students see how

a proficient reader picks
out the most important
information, they begin
to  i n te rna l i ze  the
process.

Top
Summarizin
g Strategies
for
Elementary
Students

1. The “Somebody
Wanted But So
Then” (SWBST)
Method

This is one of the most
popular  summarizing
strategies  for  narrative
texts, especially in early
elementary grades. The
acronym helps students
structure a summary of
a story by focusing on
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the  main  character’s
actions and the story’s
conflict and resolution.

Somebody —
Who is the main
character?
Wanted — What
did the character
want?
But — What was
the problem or
obstacle?
So — How did the
character try to
solve it?
Then — What
was the outcome?

For  example,  af ter
reading The Three Little
Pigs,  a  student  might
write:  “Somebody  the
three little pigs wanted
to build houses. But the
wolf blew down the first
two houses. So the third
pig built a brick house.
Then  the  wolf  couldn’t
blow  it  down,  and  the

pigs  were  safe.”  This
strategy works well  for
whole-class read-alouds
a n d  i n d e p e n d e n t
reading.  Teachers  can
prov ide  a  g raph i c
organizer  with  five
b o x e s  t o  g u i d e
students.

2. The 5W+H
Method

For  both  fiction  and
nonfiction,  the  5W+H
(Who,  What,  When,
Where ,  Why,  How)
approach is  a  versatile
summarizing  strategy.
Students  are  tasked
with  answering  these
questions  in  complete
s e n t e n c e s ,  t h e n
combining them into  a
concise paragraph. This
method  is  especially
effective  for  news
art ic les,  histor ical
events,  and  science
topics.  For  instance,



after  a  lesson  on  the
water  cycle,  a  student
might write: “The water
cyc le  i s  how  water
moves from the Earth to
the sky and back again.
It  happens  when  the
sun heats water, turning
it  into vapor.  Then the
vapor  rises,  cools,  and
forms  clouds.  Finally,
the water falls as rain or
s n o w . ”  T h e  5 W + H
method  encourages
students to focus on the
essential  elements
without  getting  lost  in
details.  Teachers  can
introduce  this  as  early
as  second  grade  by
using  a  checklist  or  a
foldable.

3. The “Give Me
the Gist”
Technique

“Give me the gist” is a
straightforward strategy
that  asks  students  to

summarize  a  text  in  a
specific  number  of
words  —  often  20  or
fewer.  This  limitation
forces them to prioritize
t h e  m o s t  c r i t i c a l
i n f o r m a t i o n .  F o r
example,  after  reading
a  chapter,  a  teacher
might  say,  “In  twenty
words  or  less,  tell  me
the  most  important
thing  that  happened.”
This  technique  works
well  as  a  quick  exit
ticket  or  a  warm-up
a c t i v i t y .  I t  a l s o
reinforces the idea that
a summary is short and
t o  t h e  p o i n t .  F o r
younger  students ,
teachers  can  al low
30–40 words,  gradually
reducing  the  limit  as
students  become more
sk i l led.  The  “g is t”
strategy is excellent for
b u i l d i n g  m e n t a l
flexibility  and  avoiding
the  common  trap  of
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over-explaining.

4. The “First,
Next, Then, Last”
Frame

This  structure  is  ideal
f o r  s u m m a r i z i n g
sequential  events,
whether  in  a  story,  a
process,  or  a  historical
timeline.  Students  use
the  words  “F i r s t , ”
“Next,”  “Then,”  and
“Last”  to  organize  the
main  steps.  Unl ike
SWBST,  this  strategy
e m p h a s i z e s
chronological  order
rather  than  character
m o t i v a t i o n .  F o r
example,  summarizing
how to make a peanut
butter sandwich: “First,
get two slices of bread.
Next,  spread  peanut
butter  on  one  slice.
Then,  put  the  slices
together.  Last,  eat  it.”
This method works well

for procedural texts and
for  helping  students
who  s t rugg le  w i th
organization.  Teachers
can  combine  it  with
hand signals: holding up
one  finger  for  “First,”
two  for  “Next,”  etc.

5. The “Main Idea
and Key Details”
Graphic Organizer

O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
f u n d a m e n t a l
summarizing  strategies
for elementary students
is  teaching  them  to
identify  the  main  idea
and  supporting  key
d e t a i l s .  A  s i m p l e
graphic organizer with a
cloud for the main idea
and three boxes below
for key details provides
a  visual  scaffold.
Students learn that the
main idea is the overall
point  the author wants
to  make,  whi le  key



details  are  the  most
important  facts  that
support it. This strategy
works  across  subjects
and is especially helpful
for  informational  texts.
Teachers can model by
reading  a  paragraph
aloud,  then  asking:
“What is this paragraph
mostly about? What are
the  two or  three  most
important  th ings  I
learned  about  that
topic?”  With  practice,
students internalize the
process and can use it
independently.

6. The “One-
Sentence
Summary”
Challenge

A  m o r e  a d v a n c e d
summarizing  strategy,
b e s t  f o r  u p p e r
elementary  (grades
4 – 5 ) ,  i s  t h e  o n e -
sentence summary. This

requires  students  to
condense  an  entire
passage — often a page
or  a  short  chapter  —
i n t o  a  s i n g l e ,
grammatically  correct
sentence  that  includes
the main character, the
central  conflict,  and the
resolut ion  or  main
takeaway. For example,
from  Charlotte’s  Web:
“A pig named Wilbur is
saved from being killed
by  a  c lever  sp ider
named  Charlotte  who
writes  words  in  her
web.”  This  strategy
pushes  students  to
synthesize  information
a t  a  h i g h  l e v e l .
Teachers can introduce
it  as  a  game,  seeing
who can craft the best
sentence without losing
meaning.

7. The “Say
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Something”
Partner Strategy

Summarizing  doesn’t
have  to  be  a  solitary
act iv i ty .  The  “Say
Something”  strategy
i n v o l v e s  p a i r s  o f
students reading a text
together,  stopping  at
predetermined  points
(after  each  paragraph
or  page).  One  student
says  something  about
what they just read — a
summary, a question, a
connection  —  and  the
other  responds.  This
collaborative  approach
h e l p s  s t u d e n t s
a r t i c u l a t e  t h e i r
understanding in a low-
pressure setting. It also
allows  them  to  hear
how  peers  summarize,
prov id ing  impl ic i t
modeling.  Over  time,
students  become more
confident  in  their  own
summarizing  abilities.

How to
Teach
Summarizin
g Step by
Step

E v e n  t h e  b e s t
summarizing  strategies
for elementary students
require  systematic
instruction.  Here  is  a
suggested sequence:

Introduce the1.
concept using a
familiar story or a
short video. Ask
students what
they would tell a
friend who missed
it.
Model the2.
strategy using a
think-aloud. For
example, with
SWBST, write
each part as you
speak.



Work as a whole3.
group to apply
the strategy to a
new text. Let
students
contribute ideas
while you scribe.
Partner practice4.
— students work
in pairs using the
same strategy on
a short passage.
Independent5.
practice with
immediate
feedback. Begin
with very brief
texts (two to
three sentences)
and gradually
increase length.
Assess6.
understanding
through exit
tickets, journal
entries, or short
quizzes. Focus on
whether the
summary is
concise and

captures the main
points.

It  is  crucial  to  provide
sentence  starters  and
anchor  charts  for  each
strategy.  Visual  aids
help  struggling readers
and  English  language
learners.  For  instance,
an anchor chart for the
5W+H  method  might
list each question word
with  a  simple  icon  (a
person  for  “who,”  a
clock for “when,” etc.).

Common
Challenges
and How to
Overcome
Them

Teaching  summarizing
i s  n o t  w i t h o u t  i t s
hurdles.  Below  are
frequent  issues  and
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practical  solutions.

Including too
many details:
Students often
copy entire
sentences or list
every event.
Solution: Use the
“20-word gist” or
encourage them
to “delete, delete,
delete” until only
the most
important pieces
remain.
Writing a
retelling
instead of a
summary: They
may put
everything in
order as in the
original. Solution:
Emphasize that a
summary does
not need to
include every
step, only the
main arc or idea.

Copying from
the text:
Plagiarism is
common, even
unintentionally.
Solution: Remind
students to close
the book while
writing the
summary, then
check for
accuracy
afterward.
Confusion
between main
idea and topic:
A student might
say “it’s about
dogs” instead of
summarizing.
Solution: Teach
that the main idea
is a complete
sentence, not just
a topic word.
Difficulty with
nonfiction:
Expository texts
often lack a clear
story structure.



Solution: Use text
features like
headings, bold
words, and
captions to help
identify key ideas.

Integrating
Technology
and Games

Modern classrooms can
leverage digital tools to
make  summariz ing
more  engaging.  For
example,  students  can
use apps like Padlet  to
post  one-sentence
s u m m a r i e s ,  t h e n
discuss which ones are
most  effective.  Flipgrid
al lows  students  to
r e c o r d  v i d e o
summaries, which helps
audi tory  learners .
Teachers  can  a l so
create scavenger hunts
where  students  must

summarize  a  short
passage to find the next
clue.  Gamification  —
such as  earning points
for  concise  summaries
that peers rate highly —
motivates  reluctant
wr i te rs .  However ,
technology  should
c o m p l e m e n t ,  n o t
r e p l a c e ,  d i r e c t
i n s t r u c t i o n  i n
summarizing  strategies
f o r  e l e m e n t a r y
students.

Connecting
Summarizin
g to Other
Skills

Summarizing  is  not  an
i s o l a t e d  s k i l l .  I t
connects  directly  to
other areas of  literacy.
When students learn to
summarize,  they  also
improve:
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Note-taking —
they can later use
summaries to
study for tests.
Writing
concisely — an
essential skill for
essays and
reports.
Oral
communication
— being able to
recount a story or
explain a concept
clearly.
Critical thinking
— evaluating
which information
is most important.
Reading
comprehension
— they read with
a purpose,
constantly asking
“What is the main
idea?”

Teachers  can  reinforce
these  connections  by
asking  students  to

summarize directions, a
video  clip,  or  even  a
classmate’s  answer.
The  more  varied  the
practice, the deeper the
understanding.

Differentiati
ng
Summarizin
g Instruction

Every  classroom has  a
range  o f  ab i l i t ies .
Differentiating
summarizing  strategies
for elementary students
ensures all can succeed.
For  struggling  readers,
use  shor ter  texts ,
provide  pre-printed
sentence  frames,  and
offer  one-on-one
support.  For  advanced
learners,  challenge
t h e m  t o  w r i t e  a
summary  i n  t h ree
sentences  or  use  the



“Somebody Wanted But So Then” method


