What is an Abstract?
Adapted from:  http://leo.stcloudstate.edu/bizwrite/abstracts.html
An abstract is a condensed version of a longer piece of writing that highlights the major points covered, concisely describes the content and scope of the writing, and reviews the writing's contents in abbreviated form. 

What types of abstracts are typically used?

Two types of abstracts are typically used: 

Descriptive Abstracts 

· tell readers what information the report, article, or paper contains. 

· include the purpose, methods, and scope of the report, article, or paper. 

· do not provide results, conclusions, or recommendations. 

· are always very short, usually under 100 words. 

· introduce the subject to readers, who must then read the report, article, or paper to find out the author's results, conclusions, or recommendations.

Informative Abstracts 

· communicate specific information from the report, article, or paper. 

· include the purpose, methods, and scope of the report, article, or paper. 

· provide the report, article, or paper's results, conclusions, and recommendations. 

· are short -- from a paragraph to a page or two, depending upon the length of the original work being abstracted. Usually informative abstracts are 10% or less of the length of the original piece. 

· allow readers to decide whether they want to read the report, article, or paper.

Why are abstracts so important?

The practice of using key words in an abstract is vital because of today's electronic information retrieval systems. Titles and abstracts are filed electronically, and key words are put in electronic storage. When people search for information, they enter key words related to the subject, and the computer prints out the titles of articles, papers, and reports containing those key words. Thus, an abstract must contain key words about what is essential in an article, paper, or report so that someone else can retrieve information from it. 

Qualities of a Good Abstract

An effective abstract has the following qualities: 

· uses one or more well developed paragraphs: these are unified, coherent, concise, and able to stand alone. 

· uses an introduction/body/conclusion structure which presents the article, paper, or report's purpose, results, conclusions, and recommendations in that order. 

· follows strictly the chronology of the article, paper, or report. 

· provides logical connections (or transitions) between the information included. 

· adds no new information, but simply summarizes the report. 

· is understandable to a wide audience. 

· oftentimes uses passive verbs to downplay the author and emphasize the information. Check with the specific journal style to discern whether or not to use passive voice.

Steps for Writing Effective Abstracts

To write an effective abstract, follow these steps: 

· Reread your article, paper, or report with the goal of abstracting in mind. 

· Look specifically for these main parts of the article, paper, or report: purpose, methods, scope, results, conclusions, and recommendations. 

· Use the headings, outline heads, and table of contents as a guide to writing your abstract. 

· After you've finished rereading the article, paper, or report, write a rough draft without looking back at what you're abstracting. 

· Don't merely copy key sentences from the article, paper, or report: you'll put in too much or too little information. 

· Don't rely on the way material was phrased in the article, paper, or report: summarize information in a new way.

Revise your rough draft to: 

· correct weaknesses in organization. 

· improve transitions from point to point. 

· drop unnecessary information. 

· add important information you left out. 

· eliminate wordiness. 

· fix errors in grammar, spelling, and punctuation.

· Print your final copy and read it again, or better yet have someone else read it, to catch any glitches. 

A Sample Abstract:
A diamictite 9.2 meters thick and 1.5 x 1.0 km in aerial extent lies unconformably on siliciclastics of the Santa Rosa Group in the Maya Mountains of Belize. This deposit is of interest because diamictites are known to result from glacial, tectonic and/or impact-related processes, and are relatively rare.  The diamictite has an irregular scour base with 1.5 meters of erosional relief.  Matrix accounts for 24 to 27% of the deposit and consists of coarse sand to clay-sized particles of lithics and mineral grains of various origins.  Clasts are granule to boulder in size, sub-rounded, poorly sorted, matrix-supported and oriented randomly.  The deposit lacks grading.  Clasts are composed exclusively of clastic lithologies derived from the Santa Rosa.  Trace element concentrations are relatively higher in the Santa Rosa, but Cu and Zn are elevated in the diamictite.  Some clasts exhibit alteration rinds related to post-depositional hydrothermal processes.  Relative age of the diamictite is determined by stratigraphic position of the underlying latest Pennsylvanian to middle Permian Santa Rosa Group.  The erosional top of the diamictite prevents further age determinations.  The diamictite appears to be of gravity-flow origin, related to tectonic activity on the Northern Boundary fault, yet evaluation of the deposit in the context of depositional models suggests further refinement of process-oriented models for diamictites is warranted.

Checklist to Parts of an Abstract

Adapted from Phil Koopman, Computer Science, Carnegie Mellon University

Despite the fact that an abstract is quite brief, it must do almost as much work as the multi-page paper that follows it. In a computer architecture paper, this means that it should in most cases include the following sections. Each section is typically a single sentence, although there is room for creativity. In particular, the parts may be merged or spread among a set of sentences. 
Use the following as a checklist for your next abstract:

· Motivation:
Why do we care about the problem and the results? If the problem isn't obviously "interesting" it might be better to put motivation first; but if your work is incremental progress on a problem that is widely recognized as important, then it is probably better to put the problem statement first to indicate which piece of the larger problem you are breaking off to work on. This section should include the importance of your work, the difficulty of the area, and the impact it might have if successful. 

· Problem statement:
What problem are you trying to solve? What is the scope of your work (a generalized approach, or for a specific situation)? Be careful not to use too much jargon. In some cases it is appropriate to put the problem statement before the motivation, but usually this only works if most readers already understand why the problem is important. 

· Approach:
How did you go about solving or making progress on the problem? Did you use simulation, analytic models, prototype construction, or analysis of field data for an actual product? What was the extent of your work (did you look at one application or data set or a dozen?) What important variables did you control, ignore, or measure? 

· Results:
What's the answer? Specifically, most good science papers conclude that something is being contributed to the greater body of existing knowledge. Put the results in numbers. Avoid vague, hand-waving results such as "very", "small", or "significant." If you must be vague, you are only given license to do so when you can talk about orders-of-magnitude differences. Note, there is a tension here in that you should not provide data that can be easily misinterpreted, but on the other hand you don't have room for all the caveats to that data set. 

· Conclusions:
What are the implications of your answer? Is it going to change the world (unlikely), be a significant "win", be a nice hack, or simply serve as a road sign indicating that this path is a waste of time (all of these results are useful and valid). Are your results general, potentially generalizable to a bigger problem, or specific to a particular case? 

Journals may have specific guidelines as the example below illustrates:
The journal Geology, has a specific style for abstracts, Geological Society of America
“The abstract should present information and results in capsule form and should be brief and objective, containing within a 250 word maximum the content and conclusions of the paper. The topic sentence should give the overall scope and should be followed by emphasis on new information. Omit references, criticisms, drawings, and diagrams.” 

10 Steps to a Good Abstract
by Prof. R.J. Twiss

UC Davis

Employers tell us again and again that one of the most important qualities they look for when they hire someone is an ability to write well. The chances are you will spend a major portion of your working life writing reports, proposals, etc.. You will be wasting your company's time and money if you write so badly that what you write must be sent back to you for one or more rewrites, and that will not help your chances for advancement. Take some time now to hone your writing skills. You will not regret it!!  Abstracts are attached to some of the research displays around the Department and are part of every paper published in the usual research journals. Read them over: usually they are packed tightly with a lot of information, and there are no spare words. This is the point of an abstract: to convey as much information as possible in a very few words. It's wonderful practice in writing clear, crisp English.  Some journals (e.g. Journal of Geophysical Research) do not allow paragraphs in abstracts, others (e.g. Geol. Soc. Am. Bull., Jour. Struc. Geol.) allow them. 

1. Take careful notes as you follow the seminar. Look carefully over the notes you made, and follow in your mind the sequence that the speaker followed in the seminar.

When you begin to write your abstract:
2. Write down the one or two general ideas that describe the focus of the entire talk. This will define your introductory paragraph for the abstract.

3. From your lecture notes, jot down lists of facts, assumptions, hypotheses, etc. that were presented in the talk and that you think important enough to cover in the abstract.

4. Group related items in your list together into separate topics. These topics will define the paragraphs in your abstract. Keep facts or data separate from assumptions and hypotheses and from interpretations.

5. Organize the topics in a logical progression. If the talk was well organized, the speaker's organization can be used; otherwise you may have to reorganize the material. A variety of organizing principles can be imagined, e.g. general to specific information, observations to assumptions to hypotheses to tests, chronologic organization, geographic organization, etc.

6. Write your abstract using each topic in 2 and 5 above as a paragraph. Apply the principles of good writing as set out in G.D. Gopen and J.A. Swan, 1990 (see reading assignment above). Each paragraph should make a single point or be concerned with a single concept. Be clear about the function of the paragraph before you write it. That point or concept should be stated in the first sentence of the paragraph (the topic sentence). Each succeeding sentence should contribute to the single point or concept of that paragraph and should be part of a logically connected development through the paragraph.

7. Read over your abstract: does it make sense? Examine your abstract with the following questions in mind:

· Does the first sentence or two inform the reader about the subject of the abstract? 

· Does each paragraph address a specific issue and only that issue? 

· Are the paragraphs arranged to provide a logical development through the abstract? Would it read more logically if you changed the order of presentation? 

· Does each paragraph have a topic sentence at the beginning stating the theme of the paragraph? 

· Does each sentence contribute directly to the point of each paragraph? 

· Are the sentences arranged to provide a logical development through the paragraph? 

Remember, you have to express the important points of the presentation as clearly, succinctly, and logically as you can.

8. Revise and edit your first draft thoroughly. Improve your sentences, clarify your ideas, check for any improper grammar, and check for misspellings (with spell checkers on computers, there is very little excuse for spelling errors).

9. Allow a reliable friend or classmate to read your revised draft (you can probably get a more objective evaluation from someone who has not heard the talk). Does it make sense to another person? Listen carefully to the comments and response of your editor; do not be defensive-he or she is trying to help you. It never hurts to get a second opinion, too.

10. Correct or revise your abstract accordingly and prepare a neat, clean draft to turn in. Proofread and make sure you have no typos or misspellings. Prune out wordy garbage and replace it with clean, straightforward English. Have you expressed all the main ideas in the 250 words you are allowed? If you've missed out something important, you have to make room for it by compressing your words elsewhere.
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