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8  (Adaptation for use in Valencia College Comp I) 

 

Using Short Quotes Effectively 
 

Assignment: Write a summary (abstract) of an assigned passage from a book or article, 

illustrating it with short direct quotes from the passage. 

 

Goals:  

 Improve reading comprehension. 

 Write a clear and accurate summary without padding. 

 Use short quotations effectively to illustrate the author’s points. 

 Avoid the use of stand-alone quotes. 

 

Students writing in unfamiliar territory face a dilemma: They are trying to write with authority 

about something they know little (or nothing) about. In this situation, the default position is to 

lard up the paper with long quotes from authoritative sources. And why not, for what else could 

be more authoritative than the words of the experts themselves?  

 The problem here is that the paper becomes not the student’s writing but rather an 

anthology of someone else’s. Professors don’t much like this approach, for it reveals little of the 

student writer’s actual understanding or writing ability. Because one of a writer’s goals is to take 

ownership of ideas by writing about them, the student-writer learns virtually nothing from the 

experience of copying and pasting long passages and citing them as direct quotes, perhaps 

joining them with manufactured transitions that are no more effective than welding railroad 

tracks with Elmer’s Glue. The student may achieve the desired word count but little else. Such is 

not the stuff of good writing or of good scholarship. 

 If you really want to impress your professor, dice up the paper with short, punchy direct 

quotes that capture the power of the source’s message without the filler words – important as 

they are to sentence structure. Your teacher will notice, even if your first efforts aren’t as smooth 

as you would like.   

 Here is the good part. Impressing teachers is dandy, but developing good writing tools 

what emerges from exercises like these. Good writing should be your end product, not just a 

professor’s subjective grade on a paper. One professor’s A is another’s C. Your goal should be to 

write effectively with power and clarity. Pursue that goal and the grade will take care of itself. 

 Making papers long enough without loading up on long quotes begins with adequate 

research and includes effective use of examples. Let’s see how we might incorporate the words 

of a famous speech into a report. Our example includes two passages from President John F. 

Kennedy’s 1961 inaugural speech, the first from its opening, the second from its conclusion: 

 
 President Kennedy began by stating that his election was not victory for a political party 
but “a celebration of freedom, symbolizing an end, as well as a beginning, signifying 
renewal as well as change.” He noted that the torch had been passed to a new generation 
of Americans, and he warned of the dangers facing it: 

 
The world is very different now. “For man holds in his mortal hands the power to abolish 
all forms of human poverty and all forms of human life. And yet the same revolutionary 
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beliefs for which our forebears fought are still at issue around the globe – the belief that 
the rights of man come not from the generosity of the state, but from the hand of God. 
 We dare not forget today that we are the heirs of that first revolution Let the word 
go forth from this time and place, to friend and foe alike, that the torch has been passed 
to a new generation of Americans – born in this century, tempered by war, disciplined by 
a hard and bitter peace, proud of our ancient heritage – and unwilling to witness or 
permit the slow undoing of those human rights to which this Nation has always been 
committed, and to which we are committed today at home and around the world.” (1961) 
 

 President Kennedy concluded with some of the most famous words in presidential 
speechmaking, likely to be as remembered as Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address: 
 

I do not believe that any of us would exchange places with any other people or any other 
generation. The energy, the faith, the devotion which we bring to this endeavor will light 
our country and all who serve it – and the glow from that fire can truly light the world. 
 And so, my fellow Americans: Ask not what your country can do for you – ask 
what you can do for your country. 
 My fellow citizens of the world: Ask not what America will do for you, but what 
together we can do for the freedom of man.”  
 

Now: Take a break. Put this down and do not look at it for several minutes. 

 Without looking again at either passage, what do you remember from President 

Kennedy’s speech? 

 Be honest. A vague idea about freedom and responsibility, perhaps? Now consider the 

following, revised passage: 

 
 President Kennedy began by saying his election was not victory for a political party but 
“a celebration of freedom,” confirmation of how a free people chooses its leaders. He noted 
that the torch had been passed to a new generation of Americans, and he warned of the 
dangers facing it: Man has the ability to abolish not only human poverty, but “all forms of 
human life,” he said. 
 And then the new President noted that this new generation stands solidly on the values 
of its founding ancestors, an understanding “that the rights of man come not from the 
generosity of the state but from the hand of God.” 
 As he concluded, Kennedy issued a challenge in words that were to become the most 
famous of his Presidency: “Ask not what your country can do for you – ask what you can do 
for your country.” Finally he urged Americans to love their land with the help of God. 

 

 Scholars will be studying the full text of this speech a century from now. Our task, 

however, is not to copy and paste a speech. Our task is to illustrate Kennedy’s challenge with 

brief snippets from the speech. We do this best with short, snappy quotes, bringing in the high-

impact words – the unusual, the unique – and leaving out the glue that holds the original 

document together. A skilled writer uses quote discipline, choosing memorable punch words for 

direct quote and relegating routine information to paraphrase.   

 With this in mind, choose the better of these two quotes: 

 

1. “In the second quarter, the unemployment rate remained unchanged from the first quarter 

at 7.5 percent,” the Bureau of Labor Statistics reported (bls.gov). 
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2. Referring to the second quarter unemployment rate, unchanged from the first quarter at 

7.5 percent, a Labor Department analyst called the number “misleading,” noting that 

“millions of discouraged Americans have given up looking for work.”  

 

 The choice should be clear. The first quote can easily be replaced with a number. The 

second is a statement that some will find controversial, and therefore, more interesting. 

 

Find orphans a home 

 

We briefly explore here the mysterious world of the stand-alone quote. The stand-alone, or 

orphan quote, is peculiar to student writing. Students have a strange affinity for this confusing 

tool and use it extensively; professional writers never do. This may be the single most difficult 

bad writing habit to break. 

 We begin with a diagnostic question: Which passage contains a stand-alone quote, and 

what makes it so? 

 

 1 – The earliest Americans understood the value of education and learning. “Learning is 

not attained by chance; it must be sought for with ardor and attended to with diligence” (Abigail 

Adams 393). 

 

 2 – The earliest Americans understood the value of education and learning. “Learning is 

not attained by chance,” Abigail Adams wrote to her son and future President, John Quincy, in 

1780. “It must be sought for with ardor and attended to with diligence” (393). 

 

 Version 1 contains the stand-alone quote because the quote quite literally stands alone, 

dropping in from nowhere without warning or introduction and presented without context. Never 

mind the citation. Citations only guide the reader to the source; they do not provide context. The 

reader wants to know who said this and under what circumstances.  

 Hint: A sentence that begins and ends with quotation marks is probably a stand-alone 

quote. Exceptions include a quote preceded by a colon or followed by an explanation. The 

following two examples are acceptable 

.  
 Henry chose his words carefully in addressing the chancellor, offering a solemn promise: 
“I will do my duty, sir.”  
 “I only regret that I have but one life to lose for my country.” These are the famous last 
words of the American patriot Nathan Hale.   
  

Practice Passage for Short Quotes Assignment 

 

Assignment: Do a close reading of the following 208-word passage and write an abstract of no 

more than about 100 words in which you include at least three direct quotes of no more than 

eight words each. Good abstracts do not include every detail of the original. The writer chooses 

what to include and what to leave out. Every writer will take a slightly different approach, as the 

“right way” has many routes.  

 Be sure to identify the source somewhere in the abstract, again deciding what to include 

and what to leave out: Stanley Fish is a former college president and dean. An author and 

essayist, he writes a column for The New York Times.  
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 For context, Dr. Fish argues that college professors should limit their teaching activity to 

the stated pedagogical mission of the course, and not use the classroom to indoctrinate students 

in the professor’s political ideology. He says colleges and their professors conduct this 

ideological propagandizing at the expense of serious scholarship.       

 
What is it that institutions of higher learning are supposed to do? My answer is simple. 
College and university teachers can (legitimately) do two things: (1) introduce students 
to bodies of knowledge and traditions of inquiry that had not previously been part of their 
experience; and (2) equip those same students with the analytical skills – of argument, 
statistical modeling, laboratory procedure – that will enable them to move confidently 
within those traditions and to engage in independent research after the course is over.  
 If you think about it, that’s a lot to ask. It’s at least a fulltime job and it wouldn’t 
seem to leave a lot of room for taking on a bunch of other jobs.  
 . . . What can be designed are courses that introduce students to a demarcated 
field, reading lists that reflect the current state of disciplinary knowledge, exams or 
experiments that test the ability of students to extend what they have studied to novel 
fact situations, and in-class exercises that provoke students to construct and solve 
problems on their own. The designing of these (and related) structures and devices 
makes sense in the context of an aim that is specific to the pedagogical task – the aim of 
passing on knowledge and conferring skills.  

Stanley Fish, from Save the World on Your Own Time, pages 12-13 

 

Assignment checklist: 

 Three or more direct quotes, properly introduced, no more than eight words. 

 Author and book identified. 

 Abstract gives a clear, concise overview of the passage. 

 Correct grammar, spelling and punctuation. 

 

This practice exercise is in preparation for a graded assignment summarizing a passage from a 

book by Richard Paul.  
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