Lesson Plan for Writing a Summary 

This page will offer a lesson plan on teaching students how to write a summary. Before going ahead with the lesson, allow students to read the text first.

About Paragliding

I did not actually make a will before we left Taipei, but I thought about it. Now, stamping nervously on an imaginary brake pedal as Luis Liu hurls his battered Subaru along the twisting mountain road with typical Taiwanese abandon, I am pondering the wisdom of the decision. Not only is Liu my chauffeur for the day, he has agreed to take me flying using the flimsiest looking aircraft known to man – a paraglider. I fervently hope Liu flies better than he drives.

As we arrive at the top of a small mountain overlooking Green Bay holiday resort on Taiwan’s north coast, the scene appears idyllic enough. Multi-coloured canopies and equipment are spread over the top of the hill which has been shaved almost bald to create a launch site and runway. The view from the top is spectacular, with the rugged coastline forming a bay containing the resort with its imitation Rhine castle and a small harbour. Liu points to a tiny beach a long way below us and says: “That’s where we’ll land – maybe.” I don’t dare ask about the ‘maybe’.

A paraglider is basically a large, high-tech parachute shaped like a flattened, hollowed-out banana. Attached to the thin nylon canopy are hundreds of tiny strings (actually 60 kg-breaking-strain Teflon lines) which in turn connect to two main straps. These straps are clipped onto a seat-like fibreglass harness that incorporates a small conventional parachute (just in case) and a storage area. With emergency equipment – a knife and a rope for escaping from accidental tree landings, plus water and rations in case the pilot is stranded in a remote area – the total flying weight of the aircraft is around 17 kg.

Unlike a conventional parachute, the paraglider’s canopy can be tightly manipulated by two control handles attached to the main straps. For even more subtle manoeuvring, expert flyers can make adjustments to individual strings leading to various areas of the canopy. Beginner, intermediate and expert canopies vary widely in their size, speed and rate of sink characteristics, but all look virtually the same.

Paragliders can use two different meteorologic effects to fly. In summer, like conventional sailplanes, they use thermals – columns of rising warm air caused by the temperature difference between air and land. In winter, when the thermal effect is less pronounced, they can soar on the updrafts of air created when the wind hits a natural obstacle like a hill or mountain. Winter soaring only allows relatively short flights with a landing usually below the hill or mountain. But in summer, a pilot using thermals can reach altitudes of several thousand metres.

The wind is starting to pick up now and the more experienced aviators are queueing to take off. The pilots flick their lines expertly to fill the canopies with air, the parachutes writhing like angry cobras until they catch the wind fully, then soaring up above the pilot’s heads. Skipping nonchalantly down the grassy take-off ramp, the pilots run until they get enough life to carry them over the scrub at the edge of the mountain. Then, with a wriggle to get into their seats, they soar off into the sky, the experts banking sharply to stay in the main updraft close to the mountain.

Before long, there are nine or ten gliders swooping serenely back and forth across the front of the mountain. As if recognising kindred spirits or, more likely, potential territorial invaders, several large eagles glide close to the human pilots, keeping watch on them. I am just beginning to feel encouraged about flying under one of these things, when a vivid blue canopy makes a violent 180( turn and drops rapidly out of sight below the edge of the mountain. 

“Flat spin,” pronounces Liu critically and explains how the pilot went into a turn using too much ‘brake’ and not enough speed, and stalled. Everybody on the mountain seems more interested in the technicalities of the accident than in the fate of the unfortunate pilot. Seconds later, a giggling squawk of Chinese syllables through the walk-talkie reveals that he is stuck in a tree and would somebody please come and help him down.

“Ok,” said Liu, holding up the dual harness he has clipped on in front, “let’s go.” I climb into the harness and strap on an ill-fitting old motorcycle helmet someone has proffered. I am ready to accept a list of detailed safety instructions but Liu’s only words are “Run and don’t stop until I tell you. Go!” By this time I am nearly rigid with fear; all of a sudden I am facing up to a situation I have experienced in nightmares. But with Liu right up behind me and the harness straps tight round my thighs, I stagger towards the edge of the mountain, too scared to even close my eyes.

Then magically we are airborne, the ground dropping gently away from us as we soar on the wind. Somehow, I am sitting in the harness seat. It’s a weird feeling especially as I can’t see Liu behind me, nor can I see the canopy. I appear to be floating in a chair hundreds of feet above the earth. I start to relax and enjoy myself, albeit still through a haze of apprehension. Liu stooges around, demonstrating how the glider lifts on the updraft and will hover, almost motionless above the mountain. He makes some gentle turns and then cruises along the ridge. “We’re losing height,” he says presently, the wind not being strong enough to support the weight of two people for long. “We’ll land now.” So we turn towards the tiny beach and swoop down in a long approach path over the small village and the roof of the mock Rhine castle. As we get lower, the ground starts moving faster towards us.

Suddenly, some 30 feet from terra firma, Liu utters an expletive. He has misjudged the rate of descent with two people. All aircraft have to land into wind and we are travelling downwind fast. Which means we are in trouble. Some very solid concrete constructions are looming towards us. I start thinking again about not having made a will. “Hold on!” shouted Liu and puts us into a screaming 180-degree flat-out turn into wind. We just scrape over the concrete pillars. Liu shouts: “Run when we land!” With the beach rushing up to meet me I take the only course of action that seems sensible – I go down on my backside. Liu stumbles, laughing, over the top of me. He starts apologising profusely, so I say the only thing that seems appropriate at the time: “Hey, you know, any landing you walk away from …”

Summary question

Question: Give an account of the writer’s first experience of paragliding, focusing on what he and Liu did.

Use only materials that are bold.

Your summary must be in continuous writing (not note form) and must not be longer than 140 words, including the 10 words given below.

Begin your summary as follows:

He climbed into the harness and strapped on a helmet …

Lesson Plan

1. Ask students to look at the question. What does the question want? The focus is on the writer’s experience of paragliding and what he and Liu did. Sometimes, students tend to jump into writing a summary without stopping to find out what exactly the question wants.

2. Next, ask the students to indicate where they should take the material from. Encourage them to mark out the text. 

3. Pick out the relevant points (what he and Liu did) and discard the details. Encourage your students to list them down in point form instead of just highlighting or underlining them. Listing down in point form would make it easier for students to write in their own words rather than copying from the passage itself.

For weaker students, you may have to read through the passage with them and prompt them regularly with the question, ‘What did Liu/the writer do?’ Another useful pointer to share with the students can be found in the word ‘do’. Ask them to look out for action verbs.

       Suggested points:

(a) Liu instructed him to keep running until told to stop

(b) The writer staggered towards the mountain’s edge

(c) They were airborne, soaring on the wind

(d) Liu demonstrated how the glider rose on the updraft and would hover above the mountain

(e) He made some gentle turns and cruised along the ridge

(f) As the wind was not strong enough to support the weight of two people, Liu decided to land

(g) Liu realised he had misjudged the rate of descent for two people

(h) As they were about to hit some concrete pillars, Liu made a 180-degree turn

(i) They cleared the concrete pillars

(j) Liu told the writer to run upon landing

(k) The writer landed on his backside

(l) Liu tumbled on top of him, apologising

4. Some students find it difficult to decide what is relevant and what is not. Perhaps you could describe it as the skeleton of a person; the passage will not be coherent without it. In the instance above, without point (c), the whole summary will not make sense. 

5. On the other hand, warn your students not to just think about making sense. Certain points may not be relevant for the summary to make sense but meet the requirements of the question. For example, points (d) and (e) are not essential for the summary to make sense but answer the question directly.

6. Next, ask students to start drafting the summary. Students may find it useful to draw a table of 10 columns with 14 rows and write their draft in it. In this way, students know exactly how many words they have exceeded the limit by or that they must have missed out a point or two when their summary seems too short.

7. Some students will have difficulty trying to keep to the number of words. Some helpful pointers:

· Leave out adverbs of manner (happily, slowly, quickly, etc) and degree (almost, fairly, so, very, etc).

· Check if there are any phrases that can be changed into a single word.

· Check if two sentences can be combined into one with the use of linking words; make sure that the number of words can be reduced by this!

· Similarly, check if one sentence can be split into two and ‘save’ a word or two.

8. Finally, after students have shortened/simplified the summary to the required number of words and checked for errors of spelling and tense, ask them to write the summary.

