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To acquire academic writing skills, ESL students in American 
universities need to know both why and how to paraphrase. 
Writing texts typically deal only superficially with the issue of 
paraphrase. In an attempt to discover more about the actual pro
cess writers engage in as they paraphrase, native English speak
ers were asked to paraphrase sentences and to think aloud while 
doing so. Information gathered during these verbal report ses
sions was analyzed and organized into a taxonomy of strategics. 
This taxonomy offers a better understanding of the complexities 
of the process of paraphrasing. It can help writing teachers 
supplement their textbooks and can give ESL students a clearer 
sense of the tasks involved in this very complex skill. 

INTRODUCTION 

In the American university dassroom, paraphrasing is a critical skill. 
Paraphrasing is necessary when writing a research paper, summarizing 
a reading, or writing an essay test. A second language writer must know 
why paraphrasing is necessary as well as how to paraphrase. The "why" 
of paraphrasing is a cultural matter. For example, if one's native country 
places less emphasis on individualism than does the United States, the 
necessity for putting an author's words into one's own English phrasing 
may not be apparent (Mlynarczyk and Haber, 1991). On the other hand, 
the "how" of paraphrasing is linguistic, involving accurate comprehen
sion and facility in manipulating both grammar and vocabulary. This 
makes paraphrasing a difficult task for any second language writer. 

Students enrolled in my freshman-level ESL college reading course 
were the impetus for this study. When asked to show their reading com
prehension by making notes or writing a summary of a reading, it was 
apparent that students were doing little or no paraphrasing, even when 
it was requested. This led me to question whether the "why" and the 
"how" of paraphrasing were dear to them. Questioning the class revealed 
that all students did not understand why paraphrasing is necessary. My 
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students also said that knowing how to paraphrase was difficult. There
fore, the first step was to explain plagiarism to the students and clarify 
why paraphrasing was necessary. Once students understood the impor
tance of avoiding plagiarism, a larger obstacle remained. This was the 
technical "how" of paraphrasing - altering the grammar and vocabulary 
of the original without changing its meaning. 

Paraphrasing is a multi-faceted skill, which requires time and effort 
to master, as well as teach. Unfortunately, paraphrasing is often only 
superficially dealt with in textbooks. This paper will briefly examine some 
writing textbooks, for both native and non-native speakers of English, 
that deal with plagiarism, paraphrasing, and instruction in paraphras
ing. In an attempt to better understand the complexities of writing a 
paraphrase, this paper will report on a study of the paraphrasing process 
of two graduate-level native speakers, using a verbal report methodol
ogy. The ultimate goal is useful information on how to better teach this 
skiJJ. 

SUMMARY OF THE TEXTBOOK SURVEY 

An examination of nine commonly used reading and writing text
books (Appendix A) revealed some common patterns. First, not all of 
these books aimed at academic writers (and readers) overtly mentioned 
plagiarism. However, those that did generally agreed that plagiarism is 
a serious problem which is often unintentional but can have repercus
sions at a university. Some books went so far as to differentiate between 
different types of plagiarism, creating a continuum ranging from merely 
copying the original with no changes made and no quotation marks added 
(Hamp-Lyons and Courter, 1984) to attempted paraphrasing with insuf
ficient changes made (Strenski and Manfred, 1985). Plagiarism was also 
said to appear obvious in a second language student's paper (Shoemaker, 
1985) and to be recognizable to a teacher due to familiarity with student 
work (Hamp-Lyons and Courter). 

Some of the texts offered advice on avoiding plagiarism; teachers were 
said to not expect perfection in student writing (Hamp-Lyons and Courter, 
1984). Students were encouraged to use their own style and to paraphrase 
while taking notes (Lester, 1987). Reasons given for paraphrasing were to 
show understanding of a reading, to replace the heavy use of quotations 
in writing, and to show recognition of the original author's ownership of 
his/her words. Documentation, quotation, and a bibliography were men
tioned as other ways of giving proper credit to the original author. 

Regarding actual ways to paraphrase, students were told to write a 
paraphrase of approximately the same length as the original. Students 
were told not to omit ideas or ch;:mgc thl~ meaning of the original. Changes 
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from the author's style to the student's style are expected, as are changes 
to vocabulary. Regarding vocabulary, it was also noted that certain spe
cialized vocabulary need not or should not change (Hamp-Lyons and 
Courter, 1984). 

Suggested changes to grammar were more numerous and varied. 
Common, repeated suggestions included changing active sentences to 
passive and changing transitions. Less common suggestions were chang
ing parts of speech (Arnaudet and Barrett, 1984) and changing word or
der (Adams and Dwyer, 1982). Only five of the texts, however, suggested 
changing both gram.mar and vocabulary. 

Beyond advice on what to change, some texts included a list of steps 
or tips for paraphrasing. A common first step was to read and under
stand. However, only Adams and Dwyer (1982) suggested a method for 
achieving understanding; they discussed analyzing a sentence for the 
relationship between ideas within it, such as cause and effect. Following 
understanding came: looking up words and choosing synonyms, look
ing away from the original, outlining or listing key points of the original, 
writing a paraphrase, checking the paraphrase against the original, and 
revising the paraphrase. 

Finally, two texts conceded that paraphrasing is a difficult skill re
quiring practice. However, not all of the books included paraphrasing 
practice. Some included samples of good and bad paraphrases lo be ana
lyzed by students. Others included some exercises for practicing the 
methods explained in the text. 

While none of these texts was ideal on its own, taken together one 
could compile some useful information. A teacher, however, does not 
have time during the term to survey numerous texts for every major skill 
that is being taught. A handout (Appendix B), designed to help students 
better understand plagiarism and how to avoid it by providing some tips 
on paraphrasing, was an early result of this survey. Jn class, I used this 
handout in conjunction with paraphrasing exercises from the course text 
(Latulippe, 1987), along with as much other paraphrasing practice as could 
be worked in to the quarter-long course. Yet difficulties with paraphras
ing remained. 

Tarone and Yule (1989) state that material in textbooks may not 
be giving students what they need, and that it is better to discover what 
fluent speakers of a language do in a target situation. Based on this, the 
research question became: what processes do native speakers use when 
they paraphrase? 
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RESEARCH ON THE PARAPHRASING 
PROCESS OF NATIVE SPEAKERS 

Research on the paraphrasing process of native speakers is scarce. 
Odean (1986) analyzed and quantified the paraphrase products of native 
and non-native speakers. She had two main research questions. The first 
focused on a comparison of the number of vocabulary and grammar 
changes made to the original by native and non-native speakers. Odean 
found that the ESL paraphrasers made fewer grammatical changes than 
the native speakers. On the other hand, regarding changes to vocabu
lary, the ESL students made about the same number of changes as the 
native speakers. However, their vocabulary changes were made with 
the help of a dictionary while the native speakers' were not. 

Odean's (1986) second research question focused on how well both 
groups of students preserved the meaning of the original in their para
phrases. Here, the native speakers were more accurate, even though they 
made more grammatical changes to the original than the non-native speak
ers did. In 1987, Odean stated that to teach a skiH as complex as para
phrasing, the basic components of the task must be determined, catego
rized, and taught in a logical order. She also noted that textbook materi
als on teaching paraphrasing are not sufficient for the development of 
this skill. 

Campbell (1987) also compared native and non-native speakers' writ
ing products, focusing on their incorporation of background text mate
rial into a paper. When analyzing the use of source text information by 
these undergraduates, she noted if information was quoted, copied, or 
paraphrased. In general, results showed that native speakers performed 
better than non-native speakers in overalJ writing, and their addition of 
source material was done more smoothly. However, both groups exhib
ited problems in incorporating source material. Furthermore, Campbell 
admitted that her work was focused on product, not process, and sug
gested that further research focus on process. She also noted a problem 
with textbooks on this topic . 

.Kelly (1991) pointed out again that writing texts do not teach process 
to students, especially in the areas of citation, quotation, and paraphras
ing. Arrington (as cited in .Kelly, 1991) stated that texts merely warn stu
dents that they need to paraphrase, but do not tell them how to do it. 

In summary, these findings further indicate the difficulty of para
phrasing and related skills. They also note that textbook information on 
this topic is insufficient, and that process studies are rare or non-existent. 
Finally, they suggest the possibility that native speakers might have some
thing helpful to share with non-native speakers on this topic. Therefore, 
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insights into what native speakers do during this process may be of assis
tance to ESL students, as well as being a good supplement to the infor
mation that is currently available. 

THE STUDY 

Method 

To examine the complexities of the process of paraphrasing, two na
tive speakers were asked to paraphrase four sentences and, while doing 
so, they were instructed to think-aloud. This study was limited to two 
subjects due to the intensity of the verbal report method and the detail
oriented nature of the data being gathered. 

Verbal report was chosen because it allows observation of the strate
gies employed during the process of using language. Cohen (1987) de
scribes verbal report as a learner's description of the thinking processes 
of which (s)he is aware. However, Seliger (cited in Cohen, 1987) notes a 
potential problem with verbal report based on the premise that these 
mental processes may be largely unconscious and, therefore, unobserv
able via this technique. Another of the key criticisms of verbal report 
summarized by Cohen (1991, pp. 136-137) is its "potentially intrusive ef
fect" and the chance that the data collected could be unnatural or inaccu
rate due to this intrusion on the learner's thought processes. 

On the other hand, White (cited in Cohen, 1987) notes that the exer
cise of verbal report can help a learner to pay better attention to his/her 
mental processes. Verbal report can be a useful addition to other types of 
research if data are collected properly (by providing enough prior train
ing, for example, on the terminology to be used while reporting, and by 
giving dear instructions which assist the subject's reporting without pro
viding so much information as to sway the subject's performance), and 
the criticisms above are kept in mind (Cohen, 1991 ). 

Verbal report may be accomplished in one or more of the following 
ways. In 'self-report', learners describe their actions or categorize their 
learning in general terms. In 'self-observation', learners describe their 
actions specifically. 'Self-observation' can take place introspectively (as 
the actions occur) or retrospectively (as soon as possible after the occur
rence of an action). Finally, 'self-revelation' is neither general nor spe
cific. It asks learners to 'think-aloud' while performing, describing their 
performance in a ''stream-of-consciousness" manner (Cohen, 1987, p. 84). 

In this study a combination of all three types of verbal report was 
used. The emphasis was on self-revelation, but clements of self-observa
tion and even self-report were also present. In elicitation of information 
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during the task, "self-initiated" elicitation was preferred; that is, partici
pants were primarily responsible for verbalizing whatever came into their 
minds. However, when there was a lull in the flow of information or a 
lack of clarity, the elicitation became "other-initiated" (Faerch and Kasper, 
1987, p. 17-18); that is, the researcher would offer some direction (usu
ally in the form of a question) in an effort to get the subject going again 
with his/her verbalization. 

As they paraphrased, the subjects were expected. to explain what pro
cesses and strategies they were using. Their statements were recorded 
for future transcription and analysis. Strategies observed within the tran
scripts would be organized into a taxonomy. Described by Bialystok (1990, 
p. 37), taxonomies are "systematic organizing structures for a range of 
events within a domain." Elements in a taxonomy are grouped on the 
basis of similarity. As much as possible, strategies discovered in this study 
would be placed in the sequence in which they occurred and like items 
would be grouped together where possible within these larger divisions 
(for example, all vocabulary strategies together). 

Procedure 

The sentences to be paraphrased were chosen from a sociology text
book used in a college course my ESL students were taking. The actual 
excerpt (Appendix D) was chosen, because my students had had prob
lems paraphrasing sentences from it. Four sentences that dealt either 
with main ideas of the piece or with key supporting details were chosen 
from within the excerpt. Per White (cited in Cohen, 1987), attention was 
paid to the difficulty of the sentences; sentences with idioms and other 
complexities were avoided as not to confound the basic process. Sen
tences were chosen over paragraphs because of their finite nature and 
the concise, yet meaningful, ideas contained within. 

Instructions and accessory materials for the study were then prepared. 
First, participants were given a worksheet containing basic instructions 
and the four sentences to be paraphrased, along with work space (Ap
pendix C). Second, they were told to skim or read the prepared textbook 
survey handout (Appendix B) on the whys and hows of paraphrasing. 
Next, they read the entire selection from which the sentences to be para
phrased had come (Appendix D), followed by some sample paraphrases 
that had been written for another sentence from this text (Appendix E). 
Finally, the researcher prepared a list of possible questions to ask the sub
jects in order to support the verbal report activity (Appendix F). There 
were primarily open-ended questions to ask during the actual paraphras
ing session, as well as more focused questions to ask immediately after 
the paraphrasing had been done. 

82 MinncTESOt/WJTFSOL {ourn11f, Vol. 1 ~. 1 qQl:l-% 



Subjects 

The informants were two native English speakers, both of whom had 
undergraduate degrees, as well as graduate school experience. Gradu
ate students were chosen due to their prolonged exposure to academic 
writing; it was hoped that they would possess a certain expertise and 
familiarity with writing that would yield more useful strategies for be
ginning college writers. While no attempt was made to analyze the accu
racy or skill of their paraphrasing products, both readily agreed to the 
task, and said they enjoyed reading and writing. One, "Bob", had com
pleted a Master's degree in Library Science. The other, "Anne", was an 
elementary school teacher taking courses towards a Master's degree in 
education. 

Analysis 

As mentioned earlier, after each verbal report the tape was transcribed, 
taking care to dearly reproduce what the subjects were reading, writing, 
and, as much as possible, thinking. Parentheses were used to note pauses, 
reading time, writing time, extraneous material which was omitted, agree
ment by the researcher, and interruptions/distractions. Brackets were 
used to fill in background/extra information deemed necessary to the 
reader's understanding of a subject's or the researcher's meaning. Un
derlined words signalled those emphasized in the speech of the subjects. 
Finally, quotation marks were used to mark the words of the original 
sentences, mark the words of the subjects' paraphrases (when preceded 
or followed by the parenthetical notation that they were writing), mark 
unorthodox or coined words/phrases used by the subjects, and to high
light words under consideration for change by the subjects. 

Transcriptions are not included here. However, excerpts from the 
transcripts are included in the following section. Utterances marked with 
an "A" are Anne's and those marked with a "B" are Bob's; those marked 
"L" are the researcher's. 

RESULTS 

Here are the original sentences (Samenow, 1978) plus the final paraphrases 
of both subjects. 

Sentence 1: "We have identified a total of fifty-two thinking patterns 
that are present in all the criminals in our study." 
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Auue: Criminals demonstrated 52 types of decision-making skills in one 
experiment. 

Bob: We were able to identify 52 thought patterns among the criminals 
in our study. 

Sentence 2; "Both the white-collar criminal and the street criminal con
duct their Jives in the same way, even though their styles in crime sug
gest that they are different types of people." 

A11ne: Although their criminal patterns indicate separate personality 
styles, criminals behave identically. 

Bob: Although they may appear to be different from each other, white
collar and street criminals, while displaying different criminal activities, 
actually lead similar lives. 

Sentence 3: "Changing the environment docs not change the inner man." 

Amie: The personality remains constant even when external conditions 
are rearranged. 

Bob: A man's nature is not altered by changes in the environment. 

Sentence 4; "Slums are cleared, job opportunities are offered, schooling 
is provided, but crime remains." 

Anne: Steps can be taken to improve the neighborhood, education, and 
employment of criminals, but criminal activity still exists. 

Bob: Education, employment, and slum removal will not reduce crime. 

Taxonomy of strategies 

What follows is the taxonomy, derived from the transcripts, of the strat
egies used by one or both subjects during their paraphrasing. 

I. Understanding/Pre-paraphrasing 
A. Get the big picture of the sentence 
B. Look for key words/phrases in the original 
C. Analp,e sentence parts 
D. Look for relationships between sentences 
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E. Locate and read original in context of larger reading 

II. Making Changes to the Original Text 
A. Grammar changes 

1. Reverse/rearrange the order of sentence parts 
a. Change the subject 
b. Change order of contrasting clauses 
c. Reverse cause and effect 
d. Change order of prior options and conclusion 
e. Change order of items in a list 

2. Return parts to original order 
B. Vocabulary changes 

1. Use synonyms from memory 
2. Determine which original terms need not change 
3. Try a (new) word with the option to change it later 
4. Leave a blank and fill in word later 
5. Write two possible words that come to mind - choose the best 
one later 
6. Repeat word/phrase out loud - stream-of-consciousness 
7. Dictionary 

C. "Lumping" two or more details into one general phrase 
D. "Piecemeal" approach - change one phrase at a time 

III. Getting past Roadblocks 
A. Reread the original 

1. Alone 
2. In context of larger reading 
3. Out loud 
4. Silently 

B. Stop trying/Go back to sentence later 
C. Read incomplete paraphrase aloud or silently 
D. Go through other ways of saying something mentally 

IV. Polishing/Revising the Paraphrase 
A. Compare paraphrase to original 

1. Check to see if anything is missing 
2. Check to sec if anything has been added 
3. Check to see if paraphrase is too similar to original 

B. Try to condense/edit paraphrase 
C. Start over completely 
D. Attention to minor grammatical alternatives 
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V. General Strategies 
A. Just write/go with first impulse 
B. Get wanned up 
C. Take sentences out of order (easiest to hardest) 
D. Keep working - don't lose train of thought 
E. Use dictionary to focus train of thought 
F. Insight 
G. Use schema 

VI. Idiosyncratic 

Discussion of taxonomy 

In the following section, taxonomy items are elaborated upon. Examples 
of strategics from the transcripts, or a brief explanation of each, have been 
induded. 

I. Understanding/Pre-paraphrasing 

A. Get the big picture of the sentence 
This strategy, named by Bob, involved reading and trying generally 

to understand the sentence before beginning to write the paraphrase. 

L: Do whatever you think is o.k. and is 1101 plagiarism. (Pause) I assume 
rig/it now you're reading? 

82: Yeah, getting the big picture of it. (Pause) I feel like for some reason I 
just waut to reverse it a little bit and start up with something like: "Our studies 
show that there are 52" ... Start like that. (writes) ... 

The strategies for understanding what follow are similar and related, but 
different enough to warrant separate descriptions. 

B. Look for key words/phrases in the original 
A1: The first thing I would do is look through for key words. So "We l1ave 

identified 51 tlrinking patterns in all the criminals in our study. And tl1at makes 
me think that the researcl1ers have studied tire criminals - they've found all the 
criminals have 52 different thinking patterns ... 

Anne read original sentence #1 stressing that "fifty-two'' and "all" 
were key wonis which were crucial to her understanding of the sentence. 
She later focused on "thinking patterns" as a main idea which had to be 
carefully represented in her paraphrase of this sentence in order "to re
tain the essential element." 
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C. Analyze sentence parts 
B21: 011ce again, tire first approac11 1' d take would be to reverse t11e two 

parts dealing with "tire i1111er ma11" first . 17re fact that he won't change because 
tire environment is changed. So, I'll work with tire second part of the original 
sentence first. I'm just rereading tire whole sentence again to see how tlie two 
parts fit together. 

This was a common strategy for both subjects and one which was 
especially evident in sentences 3 and 4. In #3, Bob noted the two parts -
one dealing with "changing the environment" and another dealing with 
"the inner man." Before paraphrasing sentence 4, both subjects noted 
that it consists of one conclusion ("crime remains"), preceded by three 
areas of change ("slums", "job opportunities", and "schooling"). 

Other considerations when analyzing a sentence included determin
ing the number of thoughts in a sentence, looking at general versus spe
cific information, determining the number of phrases in a sentence, and 
considering the length of a sentence. 

D. Look for relationships between sentences 
When beginning sentence 4, Anne noticed a connection between it 

and sentence 3. She then went to the context and discovered that these 
two sentences occur right next to each other in the larger reading. This 
strategy was never mentioned by Bob. 

E. Locate and read original in context of larger reading 
A31: I just want to see where that is [in the context/. Instead of going riglit 

before {tire sentence/, way before. (Reads through most of begi1111i11g, up to sen
tence.) 

Before starting her paraphrase of sentence 2,Anne decided to find it in its 
original context and read it there. (Using the context was common at 
other points in the paraphrasing process for both participants and will 
come up again later.) 

II. Making Changes to the Original Text 

A. Grammar changes 
The sequence of grammar changes and vocabulary changes is inter

changeable. That is, the choice whether to describe grammar changes or 
vocabulary changes first is purely arbitrary. Each subject made both types 
of changes. Which came first in a paraphrasing effort seemed dependent 
on the original sentence, as well as the preference of the subject. 
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t. Reverse/rearrange the order of sentence parts 
a. Change the subject (sentence 1) 
A1: ... So "We have ide'1tified 52 tlri11ki11g patterns in all the crimi· 

nals in our study."And that makes me think that tl1e researchers have studied 
the criminals - they've found all tlte criminals have 52 different thinking pat
terns. Studies, I would dumge tlte order lo say that (writes) "Studies /rave shown 
52 thinking patterns that criminals" ... 

In sentence 1, Anne first changes the subject from "We" to "Studies"/ 
"The study" . She later tries using "52 thinking patterns" as the subject, 
but settles on "Criminals" in her final draft. Also in #1, Bob first begins 
with "Our study" as a new subject, which he later drops. In the end, he 
returned to the original subject "We". 

b. Change order of contrasting clauses (sentence 2) 
Both subjects paraphrased sentence 2 in basically the same 

manner. They began with the second part of the original sentence (ap
parent differences between criminal types) and ended with the first (ac
tual similarities between criminal types). Bob, however, did not settle on 
this arrangement until his second attempt at paraphrasing this sentence. 

c. Reverse cause and effect (sentence 3) 
A11: ... even though that is a very simple stateme11t a11d it makes 

sense inner ma11, yeah, I can say personality, environment, external co11ditio11s, 
and just switch tile order and all I had to do was flip it, backwards to forwards, so 
starting witli the inner 1111ln - and substituted tlze words and it worked. 

Similarly, in the cause and effect arrangement of sentence 3, both sub
jects determined that it was acceptable to place the effect (inner man stays 
the same) before the cause (change in the environment) in their para
phrases. 

d. Change order of prior options and conclusion 
(sentence 4) 
827: (reads original) J' d sny there's [sic) two parts, first tl1ese three 

options about slums, jobs, and schools - these conditions may exist, part one -
"crime remainsH, part two. For some reason, 1 might first switch around tire two 
parts like 1 did in the previous example just. 

l.: You are, or you aren't? 
828: First I thought l'd try if, maybe not. I'll stick with the envi

ronment or conditions first, just ignore tlsat last part for now ... 
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Both subjects considered starting their paraphrases with the information 
that came at the end of the original sentence #4, and consequently put
ting the original list of three changes at the end of their paraphrases. In 
other words, the conclusion that "crime remains" would come before the 
list of items ("slums", "job opportunities", and "schooling") changed (pre
sumably in the effort to alleviate crime). In the end, however, neither of 
them actually made this switch in the order of sentence parts. 

e. Change order of items in a list (sentence 4) 
Bob, when paraphrasing sentence 4, determined that one small alteration 
he could make would be to change the order of the of the three items in 
the list at the start of the original. His new order was determined by 
which synonym came to him first. Whereas the original listed "slums" 
first, followed by "job opportunities" and "schooling", Bob ended up with 
"education" first, followed by "employment" and "slum removal". 

Anne also changed the order of the last two items in the list (using "edu
cation" before "employment"), but did not overtly state her plan to do 
this. 

2. Return parts to original order 
After originally changing the subject of sentence 1, Bob returned 

to the original subject in the end. In sentence 4, both subjects considered 
reordering the two major sentence parts, but ultimately remained with 
the original placement. 

B. Vocabulary changes 
1. Use synonyms from memory 
L: 0.K. now, you did tliat one much more quickly. Wl1y do you think 

you just spit that one out so quickly when the other one-can you explain briefly 
why? 

A11: I tliink because 1 /Jave more resources available to me as far as 
synonyms for change, change was 11sed twice. Synonyms for "the environment" 
- so "external conditions", somehow that just clicked into my head, because the 
inner versus the outer or "inner man", I just tltought "personality" ... 

In sentence 3, both subjects came up with a synonym for ''inner man" 
quite quickly and easily. In many instances synonyms were used by both 
subjects. 

2. Determine which original terms need not change 
B 25: I use the word "e11vironme11t". I suppose I could say something 

like "by the surroundings" or that, but l don't t11ink that using the word "envi
ronment" here is illegal. 

L: That's part of what l umnt to see. Where is your boundary? 



826: Sometimes, otlrerwise, if I pill in tire word "surro1111di11gs" it's 
just like putting in auotlrer word just for the sake of putting ;,, a different word 
in it. It just may 1101 sound right. 

Bob thought that changing the word "environment" in sentence 3, tu 
"surroundings" for example, was unnecessary. According to him, a word 
should not be changed just for the sake of change. He determined that 
not all vocabulary needs to be altered and that sometimes the original 
word is the best and left it as is. Bob had the tendency to leave in more 
original vocabulary than Anne. 

3. Try a (new) word with the option to change it later 
In sentence 1, Anne first substituted "display" for the verb in the 

original. She consciously stated that it may be only a temporary choice. 
She ended up with the verb "demonstrated" in her final draft. In sen
tence 2, she tried "'behave' for right now" in place of "conduct". She 
ended up keeping it in her paraphrase after checking the dictionary. 

In our discussion after the paraphrasing, Bob said that when para
phrasing, he might initially use some words from the original, which he 
could change later. 

4. Leave a blank and fill in word later 
A27: ... education and employment of wlwm? That's my stumbling block. 

Criminals ... (writes) 
L: You left a blank. What, until you can tl1ink of ... 
A28: Until I can decide, well, it's 11ot ... this particular sentence and tl1e 

sentence above it does 11ot specifically refer to crimiuals, it refers to crime so I 
do11't want to use a word for that, for criminals, because it's not talking about 
that, it's talking about a person and so then I'm tl1i11ki11g, well, we don't know 
much about who this person is, except tire studies were people who had do11e four 
kinds of crime. 

L: Does the context help you? 
A29: Yes, it is criminals ... 

For sentence 4, Anne could not immediately think of vocabulary to fill 
certain spots, so she left a blank and filled them in later. She later went 
back and filled words. Bob also used this strategy in sentence 4. He was 
stuck on a replacement for "slums are cleared" so he left it and came back 
to fill it in later. 

5. Write two possible words that come to mind - choose the 
best one later 

822: Yeah, a11d for some reason, I want to put the second part first. It's 
how to paraphrase this first idea about the inner man not changit1g. I'll start out 
(writes): "A man's/person's .. .'' 
When Bob was toying with changing the word "man" in sentence 3 to the 
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more politically correct "person", he first wrote down both terms. ("A 
man's/person's ... ") He Jater decided that it was acceptabJc to stick with 
"man" in this instance. There were no instances of this strategy in Anne's 
work. 

6. Repeat word/phrase out loud • stream-of-consciousness 
A4: 111inking patterns, 52, t11i11kin}{ patterns, tlii11ki11g patterns, mind

sets, tlli11ki11g ways of tl1inking, ways of t/1inki11g, processi11g ... 

In her attempt to find a synonymous phrase for "thinking patterns", Anne 
went through this process out loud. She eventually went to the dictio
nary on this one. 

7. Consult a Dictionary 
AB: /11dgme11t? As I looked 11p thinking, j11st tlie word thinking, and it 

says opittion and judgment - "tl1ouglrt tl1t1t is cliaracteristic ... of a period, a group, 
a person" - so I saw tire word group attd I tliought 52 -and tire two made sense 
to me. So tile type, like the styles meant styles of the judgment process or tl1e 
process of forming a judgment or a decision, decision-makin~! "Decision-mak
ing skills" (writes) ... 

Anne used the dictionary to check on such words as: "thinking", "s]um", 
"clear'', "conduct'', "white-collar'', and "remain". The dictionary helped 
her come up with synonyms when she had none: "Thinking lpattemsl" 
became "decision-making skills" and "slum" became "neighborhood". 
She also used it to check if "behave" was a good substitute for "conduct 
[their lives}". In her opinion, it must have been, because she kept it in her 
final paraphrase. 

Bob looked up "conduct" and "s]um". "Conduct'' was checked to 
see if the word he had come up with, "lead", was a good match. He also 
stated that reading. the definition might give him "the whoJe meaning of 
the word" and enable him to think of another synonym himself. It was 
also important for him to not add his interpretation to a word, so he used 
the dictionary to find the "foundation" of a word, which he hoped to 
share with the author of the original. When trying to find a synonym for 
"slum" he found nothing that satisfied him so he kept "slum" in his para
phrase. 

C. "Lumping" two or more details into one general phrase 
A27: Well, I'd like to lump these three things together. That's wJUJt I 

would like to do, instead of being so specific ... TIUJt way, 1 don't have to be so 
specific. I don't luzve to come up with what the author's intent was, ... 

In a couple of sentences, subjects were tempted to "lump together'' cer
tain related items. In sentence 2, each considered combining white-collar 
and street criminals, but only Anne did in her final paraphrase. In sen-
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tence 4, Anne considered combining "slums", "job opportunities", and 
"schooling", but never actually did in her final paraphrase, because she 
felt that something would be lost. 

D. "Piecemeal" approach - change one phrase at a time 
Anne coined the name for and used this method with sentence 2. 

She first broke it into grammatical pieces/phrases. She rearranged the 
order of these and then altered the vocabulary within them. Bob treated 
this sentence in a similar manner. 

III. Getting past Roadblocks 

A. Reread the original 

1. Alone 
This was a common strategy for both subjects. 

2. In context of larger reading 
Bob was not clear about sentence 1 and located it in the larger 

reading to help clarify it. He wanted to know if each criminal had all 52 
patterns or only some of them. (Bob ended up leaving this sentence and 
going back to it later.) He also went to the context for help on sentence 4, 
but said it didn't help him. Anne used context to try to clarify sentence 4 
and the strategy worked for her. 

3. Out loud 
Perhaps this was only a result of the think-aloud process, although 

people often say something out loud when trying to puzzle it out. 

4. Silently 
Subjects stated when they were doing this. 

B. Stop trying/Go back to sentence later 
This strategy was used by Bob when he got stuck on the first two 

sentences. He left them, completed the 3rd and 4th sentences, and then 
returned to finish the ones he had begun earlier. When he went back to 
them, he ended up totally rewriting sentence 1 and merely checking and 
leaving sentence 2 as it was. (Anne also left sentence 4 when she couldn't 
think of a synonym for "remains" and returned to it after she had done 
another sentence.) 

C. Read incomplete paraphrase aloud or silently 
This strategy seemed to be used as a way to jog one's mind into go-
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ing further or completing a paraphrase. 

D. Go through other ways of saying something mentally 
85: (Pause) Sometimes I keep thinking of the same phrases thelJ use in here, 

so I'm tl1i11king of other ways of sayi11g these ... 
L: You're going tl1rough otl1er ways mentally? 
86: Yeah ... 

Apparently, drafts of a word or a phrase are not always jotted down. 
Some are tested and discarded mentally. Bob did this when he found 
himself paraphrasing with material straight from the original 

l'V. Polishing/Revising the Paraphrase 

A. Compare paraphrase to original 
This was a strategy common to both subjects, though Anne generally 

seemed more concerned with what might be missing and Bob was more 
concerned with what might have been added. 

1. Check to see if anything is missing 
A27: .•. Now I just looked back and fort Ii from the original to mine to see 

if I'm missing something or if I've changed sometliing beyond what it sl1ould 
be ... 

2. Check to see if anything has been added 
B33: Yes, in this case, I don't want to say something the author isn't, so 

I guess l would err on tl1e side of not adding my own words or ideas to it. 

3. Check to see if paraphrase is too similar to original 
833: .. .I wrote that without looking back at the original, so now I'm 

gonna compare it to the original to see if it's too similar ... 

B. Try to condense/edit paraphrase 
810: ... So, I'll just reread my sentence one more time and see how it com

pares (reads) It's a little wordy, but it still gets the point across. Do l have to get 
into the editing? 

L: Well, what do you tl1ink you can do? Do yo11 think it's too wordy to leave 
it? 

B11: Let's see - I might just try to reread my own to see it l can shorten it 
up, yet not end up with what the original sentence was ... 

On a longer sentence, like #2, Bob felt that his paraphrase got "wordy" 
and he considered ways of trying to shorten it. 
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C. Start over completely 
811: ... See, I'm doing tf1at already 11ow -1 forgot what tf1e original was, but 

wfren I paraphrase or think of otl1er ways to say my own I find I/tat it's, I'm 
reverting back to the original. (Pause) Maybe J' II just try something completely 
different. 

After initially paraphrasing sentence 2, Bob felt it needed editing. When 
he was unable to come up with ways to do this, he decided to just start 
over. He used his first effort as his new beginning point. He also did an 
entirely new paraphrase of sentence 1 when he wasn't content with it. 

D. Attend to minor grammatical alternatives 
817: Yeafl, just that one word. I'm pretty co11te11t with ll1e structure of the 

sentence (rereads). l mean there are little grammar things like sflould it be "ac
tivity" or "activities" ... 

Bob mentioned twice that he wondered about which grammatical alter
natives he should choose. 

V. General Strategies 

A. Just write/go with first impulse 
B14: I'm just gonna go ahead with what first comes to mind a11d then look at 

it again later. 

Bob repeatedly said that he liked to get something down on paper to 
begin with and go back and change it later. He wrote what first came 
into his mind and polished it afterwards, a strategy he says he commonly 
uses when he writes. When starting her paraphrase of sentence 2, Anne 
mentions going with her "first reaction". 

B. Get warmed up 
Anne attributed part of the ease of paraphrasing her second sentence 

to having a process from already doing her first. And in the interview 
following the paraphrasing, she mentioned that it took her some time to 
get used to the think-aloud process. 

C. Take sentences out of order (easiest to hardest) 
A9: Alright, good, I will -- instead of going in order, I migllt skip around 

and do the easier ones first and the harder 011es later. Or maybe l' II do the harder 
011es first and get those out of the way. 

After struggling with sentence 1, Anne decided to read through all the 
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remaining sentences before deciding which to take next. After doing so, 
she settled on #3, because it seemed easier to her. In the interview after
wards, she verified that this is a common strategy for her when taking 
tests for example. She was surprised at herself for doing #1 first without 
surveying all the other possibilities. On the other hand, Bob took all the 
sentences in order the first time through. He says that this is typical of 
him in any kind of assignment. 

D. Keep working • don't lose train of thought 
Anne found it important to push herself. If not, she felt that she driftccl 

away from the task and let irrelevant information cloud her work. This 
was noticeable when she went to the dictionary. If she spent too much 
time there, she felt she had to go back and get reacquainted with the 
sentence. 

E. Use dictionary to focus train of thought 
A70: Right. 111en at the one point thougl1 I said I let the dictionary make 

my decision as far as whetlter or not I would go with an idea. Well, that was 
when I lrad no real train of thougl1t - I didn't really know, so I looked to the 
dictionary, maybe to focus sometlring, because I didn't really have a focus my
self. 

When she felt her mind wandering, Anne went to the dictionary. She 
found that searching for synonyms helped her stay on task. When she 
was unfocused she felt that the dictionary could decide for her. 

F. Insight 
A49: That was tire gut level, just intuitive, knowi11g it. It made sense to me, 

I understood it. Tlrat was my second - and tlrat wasn't even a strategy, but it 
UHlS just insightful. 

L: It was just there? 
ASO: The "a-ha" moment. 
L: Yoll just wrote it and ... 
A51: The light bulb went off and ... 

Anne had one sentence where her response was automatic. In our dis~ 
cussion afterwards she described her ability to immediately paraphrase 
sentence 3 as "the a-ha moment". She also mentioned that words "leapt 
out" at her from the dictionary. 

Bob likewise had one occasion where he quickly produced a phrase 
and commented, ''This last part I just wrote down without thinking about 
it too much ... " Another time, he mentioned that "sometimes things just 
pop in" when you are blocked. 
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G. Use schema 
Anne felt that sentence 3 was easy, because she had read about the 

topic and worked with the idea over the past few years. She paraphrased 
this sentence almost automatically and attributed this to "background, 
prior knowledge". 

VI. Idiosyncratic 

This category included concerns for the subtle connotation of words. 
One of Bob's first considerations in sentence 3 was whether or not the use 
of "man" was politically correct. He considered changing it to "person", 
but ultimately did not. He admitted that this is just "a personal view
point". 

In sentence 4, Anne considered "ghetto" as a synonym for "slum", 
but hesitated to use it, because of its pejorative connotation. She said she 
felt a prejudice about this sentence. In her final paraphrase, she uses 
"neighborhood" in its place. She felt that this being a sociological read
ing, the vocabulary should be objective. 

Final Interviews 

As stated earlier, most of the data described above were collected 
during the actual paraphrasing and were the result of 'self-revelation' 
(subjects describing what they did as they did it) with some 'self-obser
vation' prompted by the researcher (example: explaining specifically why 
they were going to the dictionary when asked). Right after the para
phrasing was completed, critical points (stops, starts, and so forth) in the 
paraphrasing exercise were reviewed with each subject. Information given 
here was in the form of either 'selfMobservation' or 'self-report' (general 
statements) which are summarized as follows. 

In the discussion after the paraphrasing, Anne said that she felt that 
she had three major methods for paraphrasing: reversing the order of 
the pieces of the sentence (grammar), intuitively knowing how to para
phrase a sentence (with vocabulary as a starting point), and doing it piece
meal (a combination of grammar and vocabulary changes). She felt that 
content had a slight edge over grammar when determining how to begin 
a paraphrase, and generally tried to change vocabulary before grammar. 
Fear of losing something that the original had was said to be stronger 
than fear of adding something not in the original. (However, the subject 
was willing to change a vocabulary item in an attempt to make it more 
objective.) This subject also paraphrased the sentences out of order. 

In his summary, Bob said that he felt that he generally tries to rear-
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range or reverse sentence parts as a first step if possible. After any gram
mar changes come vocabulary changes. He was more worried about 
adding something that wasn't there than about omitting something that 
was. This subject origina11y worked through the sentences in an orderly 
manner (1-4) and then went back to segments he had not finished. 

DISCUSSION 

Clearly paraphrasing is not a simple skiJI for native speaking gradu
ate students. They struggled with understanding the vocabulary and 
grammar of the original, and whether or not, or how, to make changes to 
both of these areas. Paraphrasing for these native speakers was a com
plex process, involving many stops and starts, as well as mental blanks, 
revisions, and rearrangements. While native speakers have such advan
tages as greater schema with which to work, in only some instances could 
these native speakers rely totally on their instincts. 

What follows is a general summary of the key activities of these na
tive speakers and how their actions compare to what is in the textbooks. 

Understanding 

Immediately understanding the original sentence was not a certainty 
for the subjects in this study. While they had little trouble understanding 
the basics of the sentence, they sometimes had trouble determining ex
actly what the author meant. In other words, where non-native speakers 
might struggle to determine the basic meaning of the original sentence, 
native speakers seemed to struggle with its interpretations. 

Both subjects seemed to take the step of understanding very seri
ously and used many strateg ies to accomplish it: rereading the original, 
locating the sentence in the larger reading, searching for relationships 
between ideas, and analyzing the form of a sentence. Yet most of the ESL 
textbooks surveyed glossed over the step of understanding the material 
to be paraphrased. They merely said to be sure to understand before 
paraphrasing. 

Furthermore, schema is important in the understanding stage. The 
more familiar a subject was with the concepts and vocabulary of the origi
nal sentence, the more readily they could begin and finish their para
phrase. This idea was not seen in the textbooks surveyed here, yet is 
dearly central to the task of paraphrasing. 



Changes 

Some books, perhaps in an effort to simplify the skill, listed only a 
few ways to change the grammar of the original. Such oversimplifica
tion is a disservice to students. Clearly, there is more to paraphrasing 
than changing an active sentence to the passive. 

In many cases, both subjects made similar grammatical changes to 
particular sentences. This suggests that the structure of the original ex
erts some control over grammatical changes made while paraphrasing. 
For example, in sentence 1, both subjects considered and one made a 
change in the subject of the sentence. In sentence 2, changes in contrast
ing sentence parts were considered and made, and both subjects substi
tuted the transition "although" for "even though". In sentence 3, both 
reversed cause and effect sections of the original sentence in their para
phrases. And in sentence 4, both considered moving the conclusion at 
the end of the original sentence to the beginning of their paraphrases, but 
didn't. (Both subjects did, however, substitute "education" for "school
ing" and "employment" for "job opportunities" in sentence 4, as well as 
struggling with a synonym for "slum".) 

Perhaps these similar thought patterns are coincidence, but it is 
equally likely that they are somehow driven by the grammatical struc
ture and vocabulary of the original. For example, in 1977, Hoar deter
mined that children used different strategies when paraphrasing differ
ent types of sentences. The number (one, two, or three) of core nouns in 
the original sentence determined whether children made changes to vo
cabulary, syntax, or a combination of both. 

Furthermore, both subjects also found certain sentences easier to para
phrase. For example, both quickly and effortlessly paraphrased sentence 
3, whereas other sentences gave them much more trouble. The textbooks 
mentioned earlier did not address analyzing and using the characteris
tics of original sentences as paraphrasing aids. 

The books that gave explicit tips on language changes seemed to go 
into more detail than these informants did when they verbalized. For 
example, whereas the informants in this study merely said they "reversed 
the sentence parts", the texts tended to give a more specific grammatical 
name for this sort of change. This is probably helpful for second lan
guage students, but requires a familiarity with grammatical tenninology 
that they may or may not have. 

Regarding vocabulary, most of the texts surveyed oversimplified the 
act of looking up a word and choosing synonyms. If students know that 
aside from changing grammar, vocabulary must be changed, how do they 
decide which words can be changed? Or which words need not or should 
not be changed? Or if changing a word, which synonym correctly fills 

98 MimwTESOL/WTTFSOL {nurnal, Vol. 1 ~, 1995-% 



the place of the original? Or how to properly use a dictionary or thesau
rus to make this choice? These are all questions asked by the native 
speaker subjects in this study, as well as by ESL students in the class
room. 

The process of paraphrasing 

The texts surveyed did convey the idea that paraphrasing is not done 
in an instant. However, this study shows that paraphrasing is often quite 
an extended process, even for native speakers. It involves stopping, start
ing over, revising, and getting warmed up. Each individual, while per
forming similar steps to another, may go through this process in his/her 
own way. Unfortunately, the books assume a proficiency in paraphras
ing that seems unrealistic even for native speakers and give little or no 
specific information on how to do it. They focus more on end products 
than on the process of achieving them. 

The texts that did give any information on how to paraphrase did 
agree on the general strategy of setting the original aside while writing 
and returning to it to check afterwards. In this study, both subjects actu
ally did this. Conversely, two strategies mentioned in the books were not 
performed by these subjects: outlining before paraphrasing and posing 
a question and paraphrasing to get the answer. (These strategies could 
be more useful when paraphrasing paragraphs rather than sentences.) 

Furthermore, some strategies not mentioned in the books were used 
by the native speaker subjects in this study. One was experimenting with 
order; that is, when paraphrasing more than one sentence, one can either 
take them in order or out of order. Anne mentioned this as also being a 
test-taking strategy of hers, but it was not mentioned in any text on para
phrasing surveyed here. (Again, this might be more useful when work
ing on sentences rather than paragraphs.) 

These native speakers also seemed willing to write down anything 
just to get started, knowing that they could always go back later to amend 
it. In some cases, they disregarded their original effort and started over 
from scratch. As one subject said, maybe paraphrasing requires getting 
wanned up. In other words, practice helps; this is an idea present in only 
some of the texts surveyed. On a similar note, the subjects of this study 
seemed to find concentration important. They tried very hard to focus 
their train of thought as much as possible on the sentence or word on 
which they were working. 
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TEACHING IMPLICATIONS 

First it should be verified that students understand why paraphras
ing needs to be done, and that they know that paraphrasing is much more 
than just a replacement for quotations in a paper. Then comes the real 
task: offering adequate instruction in the skill. 

Understanding 

Helping students to understand the original passsage before they 
begin to paraphrase is critical. Grammatically, transitions and cohesive 
markers which show such relationships as contrast or cause/ effect in a 
sentence are useful to highlight. Once it is detennined that a sentence 
contains a cause/ effect relationship, for example, a discussion can occur 
on whether or not these two sentence parts can be interchanged to give a 
new grammatical form to their paraphrase. Students should be encour
aged to look at parts of the sentence as well as the whole. Sentences with 
and without transitions should be examined and broken into their major 
pieces. The context can also be helpful in understanding a sentence. As 
much as possible the instructor should give the class some schema for a 
particular sentence in order to aid their understanding. Students also need 
to spend some time working with the vocabulary of the original. Guid
ance should be provided on which types of words need not or should not 
change. lime also should be spent on practice using the context, a dictio
nary, and a thesaurus to choose proper synonyms. Some possible exer
cises to help students understand the language before paraphrasing are 
presented in Odean (1987, p . 18). These include "extracting sentence ker
nels" ('decombining' sentences or breaking down the infonnation within 
into major sections) and "identifying word groups" (recognizing where 
one phrase ends and another begins in a sentence). The ESL teacher should 
make understanding the grammar and vocabulary of the original sen
tence a primary focus of any paraphrasing lesson. 

Changing the original wording 

In the study native speakers found some sentences easier to para
phrase than others. It might be possible to use these reactions towards 
sentences and rank them in order from easy to difficult. That way, stu
dents could start with sentences such as number 3, which would give 
them a greater chance for early success. 

It should be stressed to students that paraphrasing involves changes 
to both grammar and vocabulary. While dealing with changes to one of 
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these areas at a time may make paraphrasing more manageable, students 
should not be left with the idea that changt..>s to only one area are enough 
to constitute a final paraphrase. Numerous changes to every original 
should be modelled for them. 

The process of paraphrasing 

ESL writers should be taught that a first draft of a paraphrase need 
not be perfect. They should trust their instincts and at the same time 
realize that writings based on those instincts may later be discarded. ESL 
students might benefit from the knowledge that native speakers also do 
this while struggling with the process of paraphrasing. Finally, because 
native speakers had to truly concentrate while paraphrasing, ESL stu
dents should be reminded that this skill will require the same focused 
and long-term attention from them as well. 

TOPICS FOR FURTHER INVESTIGATION 

In a general ESL college reading or writing class, paraphrasing nor
mally does not get the attention it deserves, because there arc many other 
important skills and strategies that must be covered. Paraphrasing seems 
to often come up as a remedial skilJ, taught only when a plagiarism prob
lem prompts it. The findings of this study suggest that paraphrasing is a 
complex skill which benefits from extensive modeling and practice. ESL 
programs should investigate the possibility of including such a focused 
course for their students. The results of this study could be used as a 
basis for preparing a set of materials or a new textbook to better teach 
this skill to ESL students (and native speakers). 

Regarding this particular investigation, there is still much to discover. 
It is interesting that many of the strategies of these native speakers over
lapped, but it is obviously a very small sample. More research could 
determine if palterns discovered here hold up or if others can be dis
cerned. Furthermore, the verbal report data could be analyzed in many 
different ways - in terms of both process and product. Aside from look
ing at which sentences seem easier for native speakers to paraphrase, the 
kinds of changes they made could be quantified. For example, when 
vocabu1ary is changed, what type of word (noun, verb, and so on) is 
changed most often? lf a pattern arises (e.g., nouns being changed twice 
as often as verbs), that is something that students might be told. Another 
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possibility would be to perform the same study with non-native speak
ers thinking-aloud (either in English or in their native language) as they 
paraphrased. 

CONCLUSION 

Student writers must understand why and how to paraphrase. For 
ESL writers, the "why " is a cultural consideration and the "how" is pri
marily linguistic. No single textbook seems to have a complete descrip
tion of the "how" of paraphrasing. A closer examination of two native 
speakers thinking-aloud while paraphrasing provides some insights as 
to the complex nature of this process. Looking at what native speakers 
do may help ESL students learn this process, as well as provide teachers 
with some information not found in textbooks. 
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APPENDIXB: 
PLAGIARISM AND PARAPHRASING 
HANDOUTS 
as summarized from surveyed texts, with some additions by researcher 

Handout#l 

I. PARAPHRASING - WHY TO DO IT 

A. To avoid being guilty of plagiarism 
U.S. culture values individualism, creativity, and uniqueness. 

This is why the published work of writers is copyrighted. When some
body writes in a particular style, they essentially own that style (Hamp
Lyons and Courter, 1984). Everybody who writes, in English or another 
language, develops a style that is unique to them. This includes you. 
You can learn from another's style, but don't steal it. Instead, work on 
developing your own style and doing your own work. 

B. To fit into the culture of the U.S. university 
Paraphrasing is a skill you must learn in order to succeed aca

demically (Latulippe, 1987). It will probably require time and devotion 
to learn it well (Arnaudet and Barrett, 1984). Good paraphrasing can 
show your instructor that you understood what you read, as weJI as show
ing him/her your writing style. 

C. To learn 
Working on this skill can help improve your reading, writing, 

and thinking in English (Arnaudet and Barrett, 1984). 
II. WHY PARAPHRASING MAY BE HARD FOR YOU 

A. Because English isn't your native language, you may have 
trouble understanding and changing the words and grammar of an au
thor. 

B. You may not be very familiar with this skill and need more 
practice doing it. 

C. You need tu understand all forms of plagiarism (see next page) 
to avoid doing it - please ask questions whenever you are not sure. 

Note: Even though paraphrasi11g is difficut, it is importa11t to write iu your own 
words. 
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III. WHAT INSTRUCTORS THINK 

A. Plagiarism is never acceptable. 
B. Your style is familiar to us - any change will be noticeable . It 

is easy to spot plagiarizing. 
C. Honest work with some language problems is always prefer

able to perfect, but plagiarized, material (Hamp-Lyons and Courter, 1984). 

l'V. WHAT A GOOD PARAPHRASE SHOULD BE LIKE 

A. About the same length as the original. 
B. The meaning of the original is maintained. 
C. The reader/writer changes applicable vocabulary and gram

mar from the author's style to one's own style (Adams and Dwyer, 1982). 

V. TYPES OF INCOMPLETE OR IMPROPER PARAPHRASING= PLA
GIARISM (Hamp-Lyons and Courter, 1984) 

A. Copying the author's exact words with no quotation marks or 
citations given. 

B. Small changes made to the author's grammar and wording, 
but style of original remains. 

C. Rearranging exact pieces of the original - with no other changes 
made. 

D. Using, but not quoting, a well-written or well-chosen word or 
phrase of the author's. 

Handout#2 

PARAPHRASING - HOW TO DO IT 

SUGGESTED PROCESS: 

• Read the original 
• Make sure you understand the original well 

-- Read the original two or more times (as necessary) 
- Check key vocabulary 
- Look at the grammatical form 
- Ask questions of your teacher, tutor, and so on 

• Put the original away 
• Write a rough paraphrase, using what you remember 
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•. Check the original - did you miss any key points? 
(Put it away again after you've checked.) 
• Revise your paraphrase until the ideas of the author are ex 
pressed in your style 

TECHNIQUES AND EXAMPLES 

1. Changing Vocabulary (Hamp-Lyons and Courter, 1984, p. 4) 
-Specialized vocabulary should remain the same 

a. Terms with no synonyms 
ex. calcium, neuron 

b. Proper names 
ex. Europe, World Health Organization 

-Some of the vocabulary that is not specialized should be changed 
to a more basic fonn = synonym 

ex. "Resean:hers suggest. .. " ="SCIENTISTS EXPLAIN ... 
(Arnaudet and Barrett, 1984, p. 133) 

•JMPORTANT: 11ie examples 011ly sliow 011e cliange. This alone is not 
eno11gl1 to be a complete paraplirase. A writer will 11eed to change the 
original wordi11g in several ways before it is a good parapllrase. 

2. Changing Grammar 

- Change transitions (Latulippe, 1987, p. 102) 

ex."Since electric car batteries 
must be recharged every day, 
we will have to build more 

electric power plants."= ELECTRIC CAR BAlTERIES MUST BE 
RECHARGED EVERY DAY; THERE
FORE, WE WILL HAVE TO BUILD 
MORE ELECTRIC POWER PLANTS. 

Sometimes the punctuation changes with the transition. In a more com
plex paraphrase, the word order and sentence structure may change as 
well. 

ex. "While hunger, thirst, and 
sleepiness cause a person to 
seek food, drink, or sleep, pain 
leads to escape or avoidance 
rather than to seeking." 
(Arnaudet, Barrett, 1984, p. 42) =WHEREAS PAIN LEADS TO ESCAPE 
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OR AVOIDANCE (RATHER THAN TO 
SEEKING), HUNGER, THIRST, AND 
SLEEPINESS CAUSE A PERSON TO 
SEEK FOOD, DRINK, OR SLEEP. 

- Change the sentence from active to passive (Arnaudet and 
Barrett, 1984, 73-74) 

ex. "Social motives play a very 
important role." = A VERY IMPORTANT ROLE IS 

PLAYED BY SOCIAL MOTIVES. 

- Change the part of speech (Arnaudet and Barrett, 1984, p. 93) 

ex. "Reagan succeeded [verb] Carter 
as President of the United States." = REAGAN WAS CARTER'S 

SUCCESSOR (noun). 

- Change the structure via clauses or phrases (Arnaudet and 
Barrett, 1984, p. 140) 

ex. "Although neurons come in many 
different shapes and sizes, they are all 
specialized to receive and transmit 
information." (adverb clause)= 

or 

DESPITE THEIR DIFFERENT 
SHAPES AND SIZES, NEU
RONS ARE ALL SPECIALIZED 
TO RECEIVE AND TRANSMIT 
INFORMATION (adv. phrase) 

THE DIFFERENT SHAPED 
AND SIZED NEURONS ARE 
ALL SPECIALIZED TO RE
CEIVE AND TRANSMIT 
INFORMATION. (noun phrase) 

-Combine 2 sentences into one using a relative clause (Latulippe, 
1987, pp. 102-104) 

ex. "Matter occupies space and has 
mass. All things are made up of matter."= EVERYTHING IS MADE UP 
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OF MATTER, WHICH HAS 
MASS AND TAKES UP SPACE. 

-- Use indirect quotations (Oshima &Hogue, 1983) 

ex. "Jones stated, 'Abortion is murder."' 
(Oshima and Hogue, p. 55)= JONES STATED THAT ABOR 

TION IS MURDER. 

(Note: The examples given above show possible ways to change some
thing form the original. Remember, however, that these are not examples 
of a parapharse, because not enough of the original has been changed.) 

USING DIRECT QUOTATION 
Quotes should be used with restraint. Quote the exact words of the origi
nal only when 

a) you want to use the complex words of an expert, or 

b) the words are especially expressive or concise. 

Note: If you must quote something, do so only if you're sure you under
stand it well (Hamp-Lyons and Courter, 1984). Remember, you're better 
off paraphrasing in most cases, and doing so wUI help ensure that you 
understand the material. 

TIPS FOR SUCCESS 
• Use a good dictionary and/ or thesaurus, with example sen

tences, to· understand and make changes to vocabulary (Arnaudet and 
Barrett, 1984.) 

• Use a variety of the techniques above in each paraphrase -
one small change does not make a paraphrase. If you don't change 
enough, you are plagiarizing. 

• Ask questions at any point in the process-get help from your 
instructor, a tu tor, and so on. 

• Practice this skill - it will take some time and energy. 
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APPENDIXC: 
THINK-ALOUD INSTRUCTIONS AND 
WORKSHEET 

PARAPHRASING 

A. Read through the infonnation on paraphrasing. 

B. Read the piece by Samenow. When finished, I will show you some 
model paraphrases. 

C. Paraphrase the sentences below - enough so that you would not be 
accused of plagiarism. (Put them in your own words and grammar while 
retaining the meaning of the original.) Refer back to the original text il 
necessary. Use a dictionary and I or Thesaurus if needed. 

D. While paraphrasing, try to think out loud about the process - it will be 
taped. I may interrupt occasionally to ask what you're doing. 

E. Interview /Debrief 
All sentences taken from Samenow, 1978. 

1. "We have identified a total of fifty-two thinking patterns that are present 
in all the criminals in our study." 

2."Both the white-collar criminal and the street criminal conduct their 
lives in the same way, even though their styles in crime suggest that they 
are different types of people." 

3. "Changing the environment does not change the inner man.'' 

4. "Slums are cleared, job opportunities are offered, schooling is provided, 
but crime remains." 
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APPENDIXD: 
READING FROM WHICH SENTENCES WERE 
TAKEN 

"We have identified a total of fifty-two thinking patterns that are 
present in all the criminals in our study. At the outset, we surmised that 
we would discover different profiles for criminals who had committed 
different kinds of crimes - property, sex, and assault. This turned out not 
to be the case. Criminals do differ in the types of crimes they commit and 
in their modi operandi. The man who uses steal th and cunning may avoid 
fights for fear of physical injury, but, more significantly, he looks down 
on the criminal who uses force, seeing him as crude. The criminal who 
uses "muscle" regards the conman as "weak" or "sissy." However, if one 
examines how criminals live their lives, how they regard themselves and 
the outside world, the similarities far outweigh the differences. Further
more, we found that the criminal charged with a sexual offense has com
mitted other types of crimes. The same is true of the others, although 
their police records do not reveal this. Both the white-collar criminal and 
the street criminal conduct their lives in the same way, even though their 
styles in crime suggest that they are different types of people. All crimi
nals are habitual liars. They fail to put themselves in the place of others 
(unless it is to scheme a crime). They do not know what responsible 
decision making is, because they have prejudged most situations and find 
no need to ascertain facts and consider alternative courses of action. They 
believe that the world is their oyster and that people are pawns, while 
they have no obligation to anyone. In short, they share all fifty-two think
ing patterns that we describe in our writings. Criminality goes far be
yond mere arrestability. It pertains to the way in which a person thinks 
and lives his life .... 

Changing the environment does not change the inner man. Slums 
are cleared, job opportunities are offered, schooling is provided, but crime 
remains. More of our criminals had jobs than were unemployed. But 
providing a criminal with job skills and then a job results in a criminal 
with a job rather than a criminal without a job. He remains a criminal. 
He may utilize his job for his own gain, commit crimes on the job, or use 
his job as a mantle of respectability, which leaves him free to live a secret 
life of crime outside his work." 

Samenow, Stanton E. (1978, Sept/Oct). The criminal personality: New con
cepts and new procedures for change. The Huma11ist. Rpt. in Eitzen, D. Stanley 
and Zinn, Maxine Baca. (1992). Social problems. Boston: Allyn and Bacon. 
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APPENDIXE: 
MODEL PARAPHRASES FOR SUBJECTS 

Original sentence 

"At the outset, we surmised that we would discover different profiles for 
criminals who had committed different kinds of crimes - property, sex, 
and assault." (Samenow, 1978) 

Possible paraphrases 

1) Originally, it was guessed that people performing different criminal 
acts would be found to have different mind-sets. 

2) In the beginning, it was thought that unique criminal profiles for per
petrators of each type of crime (such as assault) would be uncovered. 

3) At the start, findings were expected to show that those perpetrating 
each different offense would possess a different personality type. 

4) Early expecta tions were that each group of offenders would have a 
specific set of thought patterns, depending on the sort of crime they com
mitted 

112 Mi1111eTESOL/WJTESOL fo:m111l, Vol. 13, 1995-96 



APPENDIXF: 
POTENTIAL QUESTIONS FOR THINK-ALOUD 

During: Open-ended 
1. Do you have a question (about the procedure)? 

2. Why did you stop? 

3. You look confused - why? 

4. What are you looking up in the dictionary /thesaurus? 

After: focused questions with options 
1. Were the instructions/expectations clear? Why or why not? 

2. Why did you start your paraphrase by _ ___ ? 

3. Why did you change----? 
Cross-outs 
Blanks 

4. Why did you leave-------- the same as the author's? 

5. Are you satisfied with the final vocabulary and grammar of your 
paraphrases? Why or why not? 

6. Do you ha vc a system that you used (basically the same for every sen
tence)? If so, explain it. 

OR 
7. Did you approach each sentence differently (depending on vocabulary 
and/ or grammar)? 

8. What was the hardest thing about this exercise? Why? 
What was the easiest thing about this exercise? Why? 

9. Do you have any final questions for me? 

10. Do you have any suggestions on how to improve this exercise? 
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