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Week 1: Narrative Summaries

Day One: Original Narration Exercise

u Focus: Summarizing a narrative by choosing the 
main events and listing them chronologically

Remember: you are responsible for reading and following the instructions! Your instructor is 
available to check your work, and to help if you if you have difficulty, but you should be able to 
do most of your work independently.

STEP ONE: Read

Read the following excerpt from the beginning of the first chapter of The Pepins and Their Prob-
lems by Polly Horvath.

At the end of the excerpt, you will see a small number that sits up above the last word. 
This small number is called a superscript number. Super means “above, over,” so a superscript 
number sits up above the regular script, or print. 

When you see the superscript number, look down at the bottom of the page. You will see 
a line of smaller type beginning with the same number. This is called a footnote, because it is 
a note at the foot, or bottom, of the page. The footnote tells you the title of the book that the 
excerpt comes from, the author, the publisher, the year of publication, and the page numbers in 
the book where the excerpt is found.

There are always problems in the lives of Mr. and Mrs. Pepin; their chil-
dren, Petunia and Irving; their dog, Roy; their cat, Miranda; and their very fine 
neighbor Mr. Bradshaw. Now, all families have problems, and all families, one 
hopes, eventually solve them, but the Pepins and their very fine neighbor Mr. 
Bradshaw have problems of such a bizarre nature that they are never able to find 
a solution and get on with their lives without the help of you, dear reader.

Just recently the Pepins awoke to find toads in their shoes. This was quite a 
puzzler.
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4	 Writing with Skill

“What shall we do?” asked Mrs. Pepin, 
who needed to put her shoes on so she could 
catch the 8:05 train to her part-time job at the 
Domestic Laboratory, on the outskirts of beau-
tiful downtown Peony, where she led the field 
in peanut butter experiments. The Domestic 
Laboratory was not a strict company, but it did 
require its workers to arrive shod.

“What shall we do?” asked Mr. Pepin, who 
needed his shoes so he could drive them both to 
the train station. There he would catch the 8:10 
to work at the cardboard factory, where he was in charge of corrugation.

“I am not putting my foot in a toad-filled shoe,” said Petunia, who was in 
the fifth grade, where she wasn’t in charge of anything.

“Maybe we should go next door and ask Mr. Bradshaw if he has toads in 
his shoes,” said Irving, who was a sixth-grade genius and in charge of leading all 
charges.

In the end, that is what the Pepins did. They went next door to their very 
fine neighbor Mr. Bradshaw, who was eating corn twinklies and hadn’t looked at 
his shoes yet. The Pepins explained to Mr. Bradshaw what the problem was, and 
together they went to examine Mr. Bradshaw’s very fine shoes. There were toads 
in every single pair. Even in the galoshes.

“Thank you for calling this to my attention,” said Mr. Bradshaw, and then, 
because he was an exemplary host as well as a very fine neighbor, he poured 
bowls of corn twinklies all round.

The Pepins and Mr. Bradshaw could not imagine what to do with their 
toad-filled shoes. How had the toads gotten into the all the shoes, and how were 
the Pepins to get them out? They thought for a very long while, but even Irving 
the genius was unable to think of a solution.1

STEP TWO: Note important events

This is a short and simple passage—a warm-up for you! 
When you summarize a narrative, it’s often best to start by jotting down a few phrases or 

short sentences that remind you of things that happened in the story. Although you may not 
need to do this with such a short passage, practice this now. On scratch paper, write down four 
or five phrases or short sentences that will remind you of the things that happened in the pas-
sage. Do not use more than five phrases or short sentences! 

Be sure to write the events down in the same order that they happen in the story.
If you have trouble with this assigment, ask your instructor for help.

1. Polly Horvath, The Pepins and Their Problems (Square Fish, 2008), pp. 3–5.

Sam
ple

Used by Permission



Week 1	 5

STEP THREE: Write summary sentences

After you’ve written down your four or five phrases or sentences, try to combine them into two 
or three sentences. You can do this by putting two phrases in the same sentence (for example, 
“Toads in their shoes” and “They couldn’t put on their shoes” could be combined into “They 
couldn’t put on their shoes because there were toads in the shoes”). Or you may find that one 
or more of your jotted notes turns out to be unnecessary. (If you leave out the detail that Mr. 
Bradshaw was eating corn cereal, the summary will still make sense!)

Say your two or three sentences out loud several times before writing them down. After 
you’ve written the sentences down, ask your instructor to check them. Remember to proof-
read the sentences first. Reading them out loud after you’ve written them is an excellent way to 
check your own work.

If you have trouble, ask your instructor for help.

Day Two: Original Narration Exercise

u Focus: Summarizing a narrative by choosing the 
main events and listing them chronologically

Now that you’ve had a chance to warm up, you’ll summarize a slightly more difficult passage.

STEP ONE: Read

Read the following excerpt from The Wolves of Willoughby Chase by Joan Aiken. In this passage, 
young Sylvia is travelling to stay with her wealthy cousin Bonnie at the country house known 
as Willoughby Chase. She has not had enough to eat, and her clothes are old and thin, so she is 
both hungry and cold—but she knows that she should be suspicious of the strange man who is 
sharing the railway carriage with her. When he offers her a box of chocolates, she refuses, even 
though her mouth waters.

“Now come along — do,” said the man coaxingly. “All little girls like sweet-
ies, I know.”

“Sir,” said Sylvia coldly, “if you speak to me again I shall be obliged to pull 
the communication cord.”

He sighed and put away the box. Her relief over this was premature, how-
ever, for he turned round next minute with a confectioner’s pasteboard carton 
filled with every imaginable variety of little cakes—there were jam tarts, maids 
of honour, lemon cheese cakes, Chelsea buns, and numerous little iced confec-
tions in brilliant and enticing colors.
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6	 Writing with Skill

“I always put up a bit of a tiffin for a journey,” he murmured, as if to him-
self, and, placing the box on the seat directly opposite Sylvia, he selected a cake 
covered with violet icing and bit into it. It appeared to be filled with jam. Sylvia 
looked straight ahead and ignored him, but again she had to swallow.

“Now, my dear, how about one of these little odds and ends?” said the man. 
“I can’t possibly eat them all by myself, can I?”

Sylvia stood up and looked for the communication cord. It was out of her 
reach.

“Shall I pull it for you?” inquired her fellow-traveller politely, following 
the direction of her eyes upwards. Sylvia did not reply to him. She did not feel, 
though, that it would be ladylike to climb up on the seat or arm-rest to pull the 
cord herself, so she sat down again, biting her lip with anxiety. To her inexpress-
ible relief the stranger, after eating three or four more cakes with every appear-
ance of enjoyment, put the box back in his portmanteau, wrapped himself in a 
richly furred cloak, retired to his own corner, and shut his eyes. A subdued but 
regular snore soon issuing from his partly-opened mouth presently convinced 
Sylvia that he was asleep, and she began to breathe more freely. . . .

Presently she grew drowsy and fell into uneasy slumber, but not for long; 
it was bitterly cold and her feet in their thin shoes felt like lumps of ice. She 
huddled into her corner and wrapped herself in the green cloak, envying her 
companion his thick furs and undisturbed repose, and wishing it were ladylike 
to curl her feet up beneath her on the seat. Unfortunately she knew better than 
that.

She dreamed, without being really asleep, of arctic seas, of monstrous tun-
nels through hillsides fringed with icicles. Her travelling companion, who had 
grown a long tail and a pair of horns, offered her cakes the size of grand pianos 
and coloured scarlet, blue, and green; when she bit into them she found they 
were made of snow.

She woke suddenly from one of these dreams to find that the train had 
stopped with a jerk.

“Oh! What is it? Where are we?” she exclaimed before she could stop 
herself.

“No need to alarm yourself, miss,” said her companion, looking unavail-
ingly out of the black square of window. “Wolves on the line, most likely—they 
often have trouble of that kind hereabouts.”

“Wolves!” Sylvia stared at him in terror.
“They don’t often get into the train, though,” he added reassuringly. “Two 

years ago they managed to climb into the guard’s van and eat a pig, and once 
they got the engine-driver—another had to be sent in a relief-engine—but they 
don’t often eat a passenger, I promise you.”

As if in contradiction of his words a sad and sinister howling now arose 
beyond the windows, and Sylvia, pressing her face against the dark pane, saw 
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Week 1	 7

that they were passing through a thickly wooded region where snow lay deep on 
the ground. Across this white carpet she could just discern a ragged multitude 
pouring, out of which arose, from time to time, this terrible cry. She was almost 
petrified with fear. . . . At length she summoned up strength to whisper:

“Why don’t we go on?”
“Oh, I expect there are too many of ’em on the line ahead,” the man 

answered carelessly. “Can’t just push through them, you see—the engine would 
be derailed in no time, and then we should be in a bad way. No, I expect we’ll 
have to wait here till daylight now—the wolves get scared then, you know, and 
make for home. All that matters is that the driver shan’t get eaten in the mean-
time—he’ll keep ’em off by throwing lumps of coal at them, I dare say.”

“Oh!” Sylvia exclaimed in irrepressible alarm, as a heavy body thudded sud-
denly against the window, and she had a momentary view of a pointed grey head, 
red slavering jaws, and pale eyes gleaming with ferocity.

“Oh, don’t worry about that,” soothed her companion. “They’ll keep up 
that jumping against the windows for hours. They’re not much danger, you 
know, singly; it’s only in the whole pack you’ve got to watch out for ’em.”

Sylvia was not much comforted by this. She moved along to the middle of 
the seat and huddled there, glancing fearfully first to one side and then to the 
other. The strange man seemed quite undisturbed by the repeated onslaught of 
the wolves which followed. He took a pinch of snuff, remarked that it was all a 
great nuisance and they would be late, and composed himself to sleep again.

He had just begun to snore when a discomposing incident occurred. The 
window beside him, which must have been insecurely fastened, was not proof 
against the continuous impact of the frenzied and ravenous animals. The catch 
suddenly slipped, and the window fell open with a crash, its glass shivering into 
fragments.

Sylvia screamed. Another instant, and a wolf precipitated itself through the 
aperture thus formed. It turned snarling on the sleeping stranger, who started 
awake with an oath, and very adroitly flung his cloak over the animal. He then 
seized one of the shattered pieces of glass lying on the floor and stabbed the 
imprisoned beast through the cloak. It fell dead.

“Tush,” said Sylvia’s companion, breathing heavily and passing his hand 
over his face. “Unexpected—most.”2

STEP TWO: Note important events

On scratch paper, write down five or six phrases or short sentences that will remind you of the 
things that happened in the passage. Do not use more than six phrases or short sentences! There are 
many vivid details in this passage (like the “jam tarts, maids of honour, lemon cheese cakes, 

2. Joan Aiken, The Wolves of Willoughby Chase (Yearling, 1962), pp. 17–21.
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