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PHIL 2200: Ways of Knowing                               Prof. Rump

                

 

Assignment Information and Grading Rubric for Summary and Response Papers 
 

Paper Format:  
Each summary and response paper must be based on a single day’s reading from the corresponding unit of the 

course, and should consist of two related parts: (I) a summary of the reading; and (II) a short response essay 

introduced by your own philosophical “exploration question.” 

 

I. SUMMARY 
A concise summary of the major ideas, argument(s), and conclusions of the chosen reading. This part of the 

paper should take up approximately 1-1.5 double-spaced pages (about 300- 400 words).  

 

GOAL AND STRATEGY: Your goal should be to express as clearly as possible the major ideas and conclusions 

of the reading, as well as the major argumentative steps by which those conclusions are reached. Since you do 

not have room to mention absolutely everything in such a small amount of space, this will involve you carefully 

deciding which points are most important and relevant for the overall claims made in the reading, and which 

parts are less central and can be left out. To help you make such decisions, try to put yourself in the author's 

shoes: if you were the author, and were given only one page in which to summarize your ideas and argument, 

what would you focus on, and how would you choose to present your ideas and arguments? Which points or 

examples are absolutely central, and which are not important enough to merit inclusion in a short summary? 

 

SOME TIPS: 

DO take some time to decide what seems most important before you start to write. Think about the reading as a 

whole and then decide how you think the material would best be presented in a summary. DO NOT simply start 

from the beginning of the reading and try to summarize each paragraph in order.  Some paragraphs are likely 

more important than others, and the order in which they are presented by the author may not be the best order in 

which to present them in your summary.   

 

DO show your understanding not only of the content of the reading, but also of how that content is expressed 

through the author's reasoning, examples, etc. Anyone reading your summary should be able to understand not 

only what major points were made, but how they were made, and how those points contribute to the overall 

message or conclusion of the reading. DO NOT write your summary as a simple list of the reading's themes or 

“greatest hits” (e.g., “first Russell says X, then next he says Y, then next he says Z”).  

 

DO NOT waste valuable time and space on lengthy rhetorical or biographical introductions. DO assume that 

your reader is already familiar with the basic biography of the author and background of the text, and use a 

straightforward topic sentence to indicate the reading you will be discussing and jump right in to your summary. 

 

GOOD SUMMARY INTRO/ TOPIC SENTENCE: 

Bertrand Russell's “The Value of Philosophy” focuses on the effect of philosophy on those who study it.  

Russell's main claim is that...  

 

VERY GOOD SUMMARY INTRO/ TOPIC SENTENCE:  

In “The Value of Philosophy,” Bertrand Russell argues that philosophy's value lies not in the answers it provides, 

but in the activity of questioning. He presents three major points in support of this main claim, and contrasts the 

values promoted by philosophical inquiry, concerned with the goods of the mind, with “practical” concerns 

exclusively for the fulfillment of material needs.  

 

BAD SUMMARY INTRO: 

Across the whole history of philosophy countless thinkers have struggled with the important and vexing question 

of the very value of philosophy.  One of the greatest to approach this daunting task was the early twentieth-
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century British philosopher Bertrand Russell, who lived from 1872 to 1970, was a professor of philosophy at 

Cambridge University, and was a prominent public intellectual figure as well as a philosopher.  His essay, “The 

Value of Philosophy” talks about many different ways in which philosophy is valuable.  

 

 

II. QUESTION AND RESPONSE ESSAY 
Presentation of an original and philosophical “exploration question” posed in reaction to the reading and your 

summary of it, followed by your own response to that question as clearly and concisely as possible in a well-

written reflective essay with a clear thesis, supporting evidence, and conclusion. This part of the paper should 

take up 1-2 double-spaced pages (about 400-500 words).  

 

GOAL AND STRATEGY:  

Your response should illustrate your thoughtful engagement with the reading.  Doing this successfully will 

involve: 1) Clearly posing a reflective and relevant question concerning the reading that you are interested in 

exploring further; 2) Clearly articulating your own position with regard to that question; 3) Supporting your 

stated position with clear  reasoning and analysis of evidence not reliant exclusively on rhetorical force; 4) 

Demonstrating understanding and consideration of opposing positions or contradictory evidence in the course of 

formulating your own position; 5) Evaluating the potential implications and/or consequences of your position for 

the overall topic under consideration.  All of this should be presented in the form of a well-written, concise essay 

with an introduction, body, and clearly drawn conclusion. While developing your own position and clear 

reasoning concerning the question posed should be your primary objective, this will also necessitate making 

reference to ideas and passages from the reading and to your own summary of it in the first part of the paper. 

 

BASIC OUTLINE/ STRUCTURE FOR PART TWO (a basic guide; need not be followed exactly): 

 

I. Statement of the exploration question to be considered (one short paragraph). 

TIPS: Try to write the question in such a way that it is broad enough to be answered in a variety of ways 

 (does not predetermine an answer), yet narrow enough that it can be adequately addressed in such a short 

amount of space. Potential answers to the question should be both informative and of interest to you.  

AVOID simple yes-or-no questions (e.g., “Does Russell think that philosophy has value?”), and overly 

broad questions that could be answered by a simple repetition of part or all of your summary (e.g., 

“What is the value of philosophy, according to Russell?”). DO NOT pose questions that would be best 

answered by appeal to outside sources or empirical or anecdotal evidence instead of argumentative 

reasoning (e.g., “Do the majority of students in PHIL 2200 agree with Russell's claim that...?”) 

 

II. Thesis paragraph (one short paragraph). 

TIPS: The thesis statement should announce as clearly and succinctly your overall answer to the 

 question posed in the previous paragraph, and, ideally, also describe the general reasoning that will 

 be used in support of that answer. Don’t worry about the specifics; you’re summarizing your 

 argument here, not making it (that’s what the body of the paper is for).  The thesis itself can be 

 presented in no more than a sentence or two, and should generally appear at the beginning of the 

 paragraph. Ideally, the rest of the paragraph should very briefly outline the contents of the paper (what 

points will be discussed and in what order), and preview how those points will work together in support 

 of the thesis you’ve just announced to the reader.  

 

III. Body of the Paper/ Presentation of Argument/ Reasons/ Evidence (two or three logically ordered paragraphs) 

TIPS: The body of the paper should clearly present your claim and the evidence that supports it, taking 

the reader through the steps in your reasoning and not simply summarizing it. There is no exact formula 

for doing this: it will depend on your own style and preferences, the nature of the question you have 

posed, and the manner in which you are answering it. In general, however, this is the place to back up 

your claims with evidence, consider possible counter-evidence, and show your understanding of the 

reading through quotations or reference to relevant ideas and passages. The body of the paper should be 

clearly structured and ordered, with transitions or clear relationships between the paragraphs, and should 
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not be just a set of random reflections or speculations. The body of your paper should fully lay out your 

reasoning as outlined and previewed in your thesis paragraph, in support of your stated thesis. 

 

IV. Conclusion (one short paragraph) 

TIPS: The conclusion should bring together the reasoning and analysis you’ve presented in the body 

 of the paper, very briefly summarizing what you’ve said and illustrating how these claims work to give 

 substantial support for your thesis. The conclusion should remind the reader of what your 

 response has been attempting to prove with regard to the reading and the question you've posed,  

 make clear the way the way in which that thesis has been proved, and, ideally, suggesting the 

conclusions, implications, and consequences the reader might take away from your essay as a whole. 

 

SOME SUGGESTIONS ON THE WRITING PROCESS FOR YOUR RESPONSES: Although it is useful 

to see I-IV above as distinct parts of the structure of your response, you should not think of these tasks as 

separate and independent steps, each of which is to be completed before the next step is begun. It is highly 

unlikely that you will write a perfect thesis paragraph describing the arguments in the body of a response that 

you have not yet written. Instead, after deciding on a basic question, start with a preliminary draft of your thesis, 

and then start working on the reasoning you will give in support of that thesis in the body paragraphs. If you find 

yourself arguing for a slightly different point than you initially thought, don't be afraid to readjust: it is often 

better to revise your thesis (or even your question!) to reflect what you have argued for, than to scrap your 

writing because it doesn’t fit what you thought you wanted to say. The thesis paragraph and the body of the 

paper should be revised in light of each other, and returned to again and again, until you’ve got a well-crafted 

argument in the body of the paper and it is clear to the reader how the argument illustrates the thesis, and how 

that thesis answers the question you've chosen. Then try to summarize the basics of your argument in the 

conclusion paragraph, and go back through to be sure the body of the paper says said what your conclusion 

claims you’ve said, and that those basic ideas are previewed in your thesis paragraph. Then you will have a 

complete and structurally sound draft, and you can go back and revise it for greater clarity and specificity. While 

the finished product should present a polished and convincing argument for your position, it is better to think of 

paper writing as the process of developing your argument, and not as a last-minute reporting on an argument 

you’ve tried to work out entirely “in your head.”  In other words, try to think of writing the paper as a structured 

way of doing the thinking, not as just doing a write-up of your thoughts for a grade. Don’t worry about having 

everything figured out perfectly before you begin to write. You can (and should) always revise! 

 

 

GENERAL FORMATTING AND STYLE GUIDELINES 
Papers should be in a standard font (e.g., Times New Roman), 11 point size, and double spaced, with one inch 

margins on all sides. Your name, the course and section number, the date, and “Summary and Response Paper for 

Unit X” should appear in the upper left hand corner of the paper. Your paper should be divided into two parts, as 

discussed below, the first of which should be labeled simply “I. Summary,” and the second of which should be 

labeled “II. Question and Response: Your Title,” replacing the words in italics with your own short informative 

title (e.g., “II. Question and Response: Implications of Russell's View for Understanding Education”). Please do 

not separate or number subsections of your essay beyond dividing it into these two sections. The reader should 

be able to distinguish between question, intro, body and conclusion paragraphs in section two on the basis of 

your writing alone. You may otherwise format your text according to whatever style sheet you prefer, but please 

be consistent. You do not need to consult any outside sources for the papers, and basic in-text citation from the 

textbook by author's last name and textbook page and column (a or b) is sufficient:   

 

Ex. 1 (direct quotation):  According to Aristotle, “the good has rightly been declared to be that at which 

all things aim” (Aristotle, p. 90a).   

 

Ex. 2 (non-quote citation): At one point in the reading, Confucius summarizes his development of   

    knowledge from age fifteen to age seventy (Confucius, p. 42a). 
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Grading Rubric for Summary and Response Papers 
 

Your grade for each summary and response paper will be determined according to the one-hundred point rubric below, 

converted to a letter grade according to the standard scale for the course as stated on the syllabus (A=90-100 (Excellent); 

B=80-89 (Good/ Above Average); C=70-79 (Satisfactory/ Average); D=60-69 (Passing, but less than Satisfactory); F = < 60 

(Failing)).  I will use this exact rubric in grading your papers. A perfect score for a criterion (e.g., 20/20) signifies 

exemplary fulfillment of that criterion, while lower scores indicate progressively less adequate fulfillment (e.g., 16/20 

=accomplished; 14/20=average; 12/20=below average; 10/20=poor; 0/20= criterion not present in any way). 

 

I. Summary (Part One): 40 possible points 
  

__/20 Criterion A (20 possible points): The summary shows a clear understanding of the major ideas of the reading. 

 The student can clearly distinguish between the major claims and statements and the less relevant digressions or 

 details in the reading, and her summary is focused on the former and not the latter. The author's position is 

 accurately represented and not made out to be a “straw man.”   

  

__/10 Criterion B (10 possible points):  The student reconstructs the author's major claims or arguments in a 

 structured and logical manner, showing an understanding not only of the major and subsidiary claims but also of   

 how the latter serve as support for the  former.  

 

__/10 Criterion C (10 possible points): The summary is written in good English prose, with clarity, precision of 

 expression, and close attention to spelling and grammar. The student backs up her reading with references and/or 

 quotations from the reading. 

 

= __/40 Total points for all criteria in summary section (40 possible) 

 

 

II. Response (Part Two): 60 possible points 
  

__/10 Criterion A (10 possible points): The student poses an original and relevant question narrow enough to allow her 

 to reflect upon the chosen reading in detail and in depth, but broad enough to make a relevant further contribution 

 to her reader’s understanding of the text. The question illustrates critical thinking on a theme of interest to the 

student and does not simply repeat questions posed by the instructor in class or invite mere summary of the text. 

  

__/10 Criterion B (10 possible points): The response begins with a clear and pertinent thesis statement (answer to the 

 question posed), which is the same claim developed and argued for in the remainder of the essay. The thesis 

 paragraph provides a basic “roadmap” of the argument to come, and leads the reader naturally into the body of the 

 response. 

 

__/20 Criterion C (20 possible points): The body of the response consists of a presentation of thoughtful and convincing 

 evidence in support of the thesis, and clearly demonstrates how this evidence supports the thesis. The student’s 

ideas and reasoning are presented in a series of clearly related paragraphs, each of which has a specific purpose in 

the overall presentation (supporting evidence, consideration of contradictory evidence, etc.) and each of which is 

introduced with a topic sentence or phrase that helps the reader to see its place in the overall argumentative 

structure of the paper. The student relates her own claims to the reading summarized in part one. 

 

__/10 Criterion D (10 possible points): The essay as a whole is well structured, and has a clear introduction, body, and 

 conclusion following the initial statement of the question. The essay uses transitions between paragraphs and reads 

 as a single coherent piece of prose, not a series of independent remarks. The conclusion identifies and thoroughly 

discusses the conclusions, implications, and consequences of the issue/ question under consideration. 

  

__/10 Criterion E (10 possible points): The response is written in good English prose, with clarity, precision of 

 expression, and close attention to spelling and grammar.  

 

=__/60   Total points for all criteria in question and response section (60 possible) 

 

 

Total points for all criteria in section I + section II (100 possible): ____/ 100      =     Letter Grade : ____ 


