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Abstract

An abstract is a short summary of your (published or 
unpublished) research paper, usually about a paragraph (c. 6-7 
sentences, 150-250 words) long. A well-written abstract serves 
multiple purposes:
• an abstract lets readers get the gist or essence of your paper or article 

quickly, in order to decide whether to read the full paper;

• an abstract prepares readers to follow the detailed information, 
analyses, and arguments in your full paper;

• and, later, an abstract helps readers remember key points from your 
paper.



Steps for Writing an Abstract

• State your problem. The beginning of the abstract should contain a statement about the research problem or 
question, along with enough background or context for readers to understand why the problem is important. Your 
findings should then be presented as an answer to the question. 

• Have a main point. Although the style of writing is different, the abstract is like a brief news item on your 
research, and news stories always have a main point. 

• Target a broad audience. The abstract should be aimed at a wider audience than the paper itself, because you 
never know who will come across it online and in database searches. 

• Say what you found, not what you did. Statements about methods (we did this) can almost always be rephrased 
as statements about findings (we found this). It’s always more interesting to hear about results than methods, plus 
you’ll save on words. 

The abstract is a critical part of a scientific paper; in fact, it may be the only part people read. 



Steps for Writing an Abstract

• Be explicit about the significance of the research. A good abstract includes a statement at the end about 
the significance of the work, the more specific the better. 

• Eliminate writing errors. When people are skimming text very quickly—as they are with abstracts—they are 
less patient with writing errors and clunky, hard-to-read prose. So, make every effort to use good grammar, proper 
sentence structure, transitions between sentences, and so on. Reading your abstract should be as effortless as 
strolling a gently winding path. Making readers hack through thickets of words will discourage them from taking 
the longer journey—reading your paper. 

• Choose keywords carefully. Learning how to choose good keywords (ones that increase your paper’s chance of 
being found in searches) is beyond the scope of this workshop. But make sure you discuss this with your advisor, 
your college librarian, or others who can offer guidance. 

• In summary. To write an informative and interesting abstract: 1) State the problem; 2) Present only your key 
findings (i.e., the main points), making explicit how they address the problem; 3) State the overall significance of 
the research; 4) Provide background as needed; and 5) Make your writing as clear and accessible as possible.



Choosing Verb Tenses within Your Abstract
• The social sciences (1)



Choosing Verb Tenses within Your Abstract
• The social sciences

The social science sample (Sample 1) below uses the present tense 
to describe general facts and interpretations that have been and are 
currently true, including the prevailing explanation for the social 
phenomenon under study. That abstract also uses the present tense 
to describe the methods, the findings, the arguments, and the 
implications of the findings from their new research study. The 
authors use the past tense to describe previous research.



Choosing Verb Tenses within Your Abstract
• The humanities (2)



Choosing Verb Tenses within Your Abstract
• The humanities (2)

The humanities sample (Sample 2) below uses the past tense to 
describe completed events in the past (the texts created in the pulp 
fiction industry in the 1970s and 80s) and uses the present tense to 
describe what is happening in those texts, to explain the significance 
or meaning of those texts, and to describe the arguments presented 
in the article.



Choosing Verb Tenses within Your Abstract
• The science (3)



Choosing Verb Tenses within Your Abstract
• The science (3)

The science samples (Samples 3 and 4) below use the past tense to 
describe what previous research studies have done and the research 
the authors have conducted, the methods they have followed, and 
what they have found. In their rationale or justification for their 
research (what remains to be done), they use the present tense. 
They also use the present tense to introduce their study (in Sample 3, 
“Here we report . . .”) and to explain the significance of their study (In 
Sample 3, This reprogramming . . . “provides a scalable cell source for. 
. .”).



Types of Abstracts

To begin, you need to determine which type of abstract you should include with your paper. 

There are four general types:

1. Critical Abstract
A critical abstract provides, in addition to describing main findings and 
information, a judgment or comment about the study’s validity, 
reliability, or completeness. The researcher evaluates the paper and 
often compares it with other works on the same subject. Critical 
abstracts are generally 400-500 words in length due to the additional 
interpretive commentary. These types of abstracts are used 
infrequently.



Types of Abstracts

2. Descriptive Abstract
A descriptive abstract indicates the type of information found in the work. 
It makes no judgments about the work, nor does it provide results or 
conclusions of the research. It does incorporate key words found in the text 
and may include the purpose, methods, and scope of the research. Essentially, 
the descriptive abstract only describes the work being summarized. Some 
researchers consider it an outline of the work, rather than a summary. 
Descriptive abstracts are usually very short, 100 words or less.



Types of Abstracts

3. Informative Abstract
The majority of abstracts are informative. While they still do not critique or 
evaluate a work, they do more than describe it. A good informative abstract acts 
as a surrogate for the work itself. That is, the researcher presents and explains all 
the main arguments and the important results and evidence in the paper. An 
informative abstract includes the information that can be found in a descriptive 
abstract [purpose, methods, scope] but it also includes the results and 
conclusions of the research and the recommendations of the author. The length 
varies according to discipline, but an informative abstract is usually no more than 
300 words in length.



Types of Abstracts

4. Highlight Abstract
A highlight abstract is specifically written to attract the reader’s attention to the 
study. No pretense is made of there being either a balanced or complete picture 
of the paper and, in fact, incomplete and leading remarks may be used to spark 
the reader’s interest. In that a highlight abstract cannot stand independent of its 
associated article, it is not a true abstract and, therefore, rarely used in academic 
writing.
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Create mind mapping
Describe your study plan in the Animal Science department as completely as you 
can
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Thank you for your attention


