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Overview

▸ Tell you why I am interested in the methodology of our field,
especially in abstract writing.

▸ The basic structure of an abstract

▸ How authors play with the basic structure producing interesting
variations.

▸ Discuss a variety of strategies used to convince.

▸ I will illustrate throughout the previous three points with successful
abstracts from the 2018 LSA covering the spectrum of subfields of
Linguistics.
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Preamble

▸ When I started my graduate studies in Linguistics, I hadn’t had a
single course in the field, making it difficult to argue and present
ideas, let alone do my HW.

▸ One of my professors pointed me to two dissertations Tanya
Reinhardt’s and David Perlmutter’s, and told me that I could learn
linguistic argumentation by reading these works, and watching how
arguments are built.

▸ Since then, I have taken a lot of interest in argumentation and
presentation of ideas, especially because I think a lot of good ideas
come and go, without having the effects they could have had,
because they were poorly argued.
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Preamble

▸ And I’m throughly convinced that good argumentation is a learnt
skill, not some innate quality.

▸ The abstract is the first entry of the student into the larger
community of linguists (beyond one’s educational institution), and is
therefore a ticket to the field, if you will.

▸ And I think that if you write a good abstract, you’re on your way to
writing a good paper.

▸ The ideas I present here are my hypotheses about what makes a good
abstract. There’s no formula for making your abstract automatically
accepted, since there are several reviewers with their own ideas about
what makes a good abstract, so please use the ideas here at your own
risk ,

▸ OK, let’s start...
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The basic structure, deceptively trivial

▸ Ask a question

▸ Answer the question

▸ The coherence of an abstract depends on the question-answer
complementarity.

▸ How good an abstract is, I think, depends on how interesting and
important the question is, and how well the answer fits the question
sufficiently for the purpose of an abstract.

▸ Common Errors:
1. Absence of Question/Answer structure: I will work on Phenomenon X

in Language/Dialect/Register A. Here’s what I have to say about it.
2. Too small of a question. The answer is basically unrelated to the

question.
3. Too big of a question. Too little of an answer.

▸ What I would like to help you with is how to re-write a 1-like abstract
into a question/answer abstract.
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How to ask a question?

▸ By ask a question, I do not mean that you should literally ask a
question with a question mark at the ned, even though that is
possible, and is a nice way of directly asking the question.

▸ Asking a question generates tension, which is diffused by answering
the question, and there are various ways of achieving this tension,
most of which are indirect.

▸ I will now discuss the fountain of indirect ways of asking a question.
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Hypothesis A/Hypothesis B

▸ There’s an old tradition within generative linguistics of Hypothesis
A/Hypothesis B presentation of a question and generation of tension.

▸ This is how this thinking goes:

1. Question: There are two Hypotheses, A and B. A predicts data in the
world to be like X, whereas B predicts data in the world to be like Y.
Pssst: tension has been built.

2. Answer: The Evidence is like X, so Hypothesis A is the correct one
Pssst: tension has been diffused.

▸ A/B tension sets us a question about the world, which is answered
through data.

▸ Do you see how tension is built and released using this method?

▸ Do you also see how coherent a discourse is generated by this
method?
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Good News: Hypothesis A/Hypothesis B

▸ There’s an old tradition within linguistics of Hypothesis A/Hypothesis
B presentation of a question and generation of tension.

▸ This is how this thinking goes:
1. Question: There are two Hypotheses, A and B in idea space. A

predicts data in the world to be like X, whereas B predicts data in the
world to be like Y. Pssst: tension has been built.

2. Answer: The Evidence is like X, so Hypothesis A is the correct one
Pssst: tension has been diffused.

▸ A/B tension sets us a question about the world, which is answered
through data.

▸ Do you see how tension is built and released using this method?

▸ Do you also see how coherent a discourse is generated by this
method?

▸ Bad news: it’s extremely rare that the arguments are this
straightforward to state.
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Subtle Hypothesis A/Hypothesis B

▸ To be clear: Why am I identifying the notions of “asking a question“
and “Hyp A/Hyp B“ thinking? Because I think implicit in A/B is a
question about which is true, and that that is the essence of that
discourse.

▸ I’ve examined 18 abstracts explicitly and come up with three basic
ways of asking the question.

▸ But I do believe that these results generalize to many other abstracts,
however, i think that a fuller study may reveal other subtle ways of
asking the question.
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Category 3: Directly asking a question



Answer: Gradual laying out of results

▸ Within A/B logic, data is not just observed stuff, it is the first part of
the answer: it is Evidence, tied up cohesively and thoroughly with
what lies before, the question, and what is necessary for the next
step: drawing the conclusion.

▸ There is an art of laying out the evidence in a gradual measured way,
which I often do not see in bad abstracts.

▸ Sometimes the gradualness is intrinsic to the evidence:

1. Piece of Evidence 1: This is supports A, but does not entirely remove
support from B

2. Piece of Evidence 2: This supports A, but is truly inconsistent with B

▸ This is the norm in psycholinguistics, where you could find a chain of
such results.
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Strategy: Metawords

▸ One strategy I like is the (measured) use of metawords that describe
argumentation.

▸ They’re a very direct way to structure your argument, and to tell the
reader/reviewer that you have mastered the art of “scientific“
argumentation.

▸ They also add to coherence, since within the assumed structure of
Hypothesis A/Hypothesis B skeleton of argumentation, they allow you
to link the different parts of a discontinuous whole spanning the
abstract.

▸ These are words such as: argue, hypothesize, ask, predict, evidence,
results, conclude

▸ We will now search for these words in the handout, containing the
abstracts I spent the most time with.
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Strategy: Successive Abstraction

▸ One of my favorite strategies is successive abstraction: Drawing your
conclusion 2 or, maximally 3, times throughout the abstract, with
successively less abstract statements.

▸ Right when you have posed your “question“, and before you’ve laid
out your evidence, you give a very brief and abstract sentence stating
what you will conclude and why.

▸ Later, as you’re presenting your best evidence, you mention again
that this is why this will lead to the conclusion, in perhaps less
abstract language.

▸ And at the end, when you’re concluding, you lay out the conclusion in
the least abstract fashion.

▸ Again, this helps with cohesion, but also eliminates the possibility of
getting the reader to read on, just because you’re holding out on the
conclusion.



Strategy: Successive Abstraction

▸ One of my favorite strategies is successive abstraction: Drawing your
conclusion 2 or, maximally 3, times throughout the abstract, with
successively less abstract statements.

▸ Right when you have posed your “question“, and before you’ve laid
out your evidence, you give a very brief and abstract sentence stating
what you will conclude and why.

▸ Later, as you’re presenting your best evidence, you mention again
that this is why this will lead to the conclusion, in perhaps less
abstract language.

▸ And at the end, when you’re concluding, you lay out the conclusion in
the least abstract fashion.

▸ Again, this helps with cohesion, but also eliminates the possibility of
getting the reader to read on, just because you’re holding out on the
conclusion.



Strategy: Successive Abstraction

▸ One of my favorite strategies is successive abstraction: Drawing your
conclusion 2 or, maximally 3, times throughout the abstract, with
successively less abstract statements.

▸ Right when you have posed your “question“, and before you’ve laid
out your evidence, you give a very brief and abstract sentence stating
what you will conclude and why.

▸ Later, as you’re presenting your best evidence, you mention again
that this is why this will lead to the conclusion, in perhaps less
abstract language.

▸ And at the end, when you’re concluding, you lay out the conclusion in
the least abstract fashion.

▸ Again, this helps with cohesion, but also eliminates the possibility of
getting the reader to read on, just because you’re holding out on the
conclusion.



Strategy: Successive Abstraction

▸ One of my favorite strategies is successive abstraction: Drawing your
conclusion 2 or, maximally 3, times throughout the abstract, with
successively less abstract statements.

▸ Right when you have posed your “question“, and before you’ve laid
out your evidence, you give a very brief and abstract sentence stating
what you will conclude and why.

▸ Later, as you’re presenting your best evidence, you mention again
that this is why this will lead to the conclusion, in perhaps less
abstract language.

▸ And at the end, when you’re concluding, you lay out the conclusion in
the least abstract fashion.

▸ Again, this helps with cohesion, but also eliminates the possibility of
getting the reader to read on, just because you’re holding out on the
conclusion.



Strategy: Successive Abstraction

▸ One of my favorite strategies is successive abstraction: Drawing your
conclusion 2 or, maximally 3, times throughout the abstract, with
successively less abstract statements.

▸ Right when you have posed your “question“, and before you’ve laid
out your evidence, you give a very brief and abstract sentence stating
what you will conclude and why.

▸ Later, as you’re presenting your best evidence, you mention again
that this is why this will lead to the conclusion, in perhaps less
abstract language.

▸ And at the end, when you’re concluding, you lay out the conclusion in
the least abstract fashion.

▸ Again, this helps with cohesion, but also eliminates the possibility of
getting the reader to read on, just because you’re holding out on the
conclusion.



Strategy: Successive Abstraction

▸ One of my favorite strategies is successive abstraction: Drawing your
conclusion 2 or, maximally 3, times throughout the abstract, with
successively less abstract statements.

▸ Right when you have posed your “question“, and before you’ve laid
out your evidence, you give a very brief and abstract sentence stating
what you will conclude and why.

▸ Later, as you’re presenting your best evidence, you mention again
that this is why this will lead to the conclusion, in perhaps less
abstract language.

▸ And at the end, when you’re concluding, you lay out the conclusion in
the least abstract fashion.

▸ Again, this helps with cohesion, but also eliminates the possibility of
getting the reader to read on, just because you’re holding out on the
conclusion.



Example



Strategy: Explicitness in conclusion

▸ Very often, there is a big question being addressed, but most of the
abstract is concerned with presenting a tight argument for new
evidence for answering the big question.

▸ But the conclusion drawn is about the crucial test/evidence, and the
conclusion about the big question is left implied. Sometimes this
occurs, since additional tests are necessary to make a statement
about the big question.

▸ I think it’s better to draw the big conclusion as well, adding any
caveats necessary requiring further research for a full conclusion, and
using language of the “found further support for“, rather than staying
with the new evidence/diagnostic.
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