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PART 1: 
ABSTRACTS IN GENERAL 



WHAT IS AN ABSTRACT? 
Short summary of your work for: 

–  journal article 
–  book chapter 
–  thesis / dissertation 
–  grant proposal 
–  conference presentation 
–  colloquium / public lecture / job talk 

Informs people about the story line and highlights 

Written for people who may never read / hear the full version 

Must be self-contained and intelligible to a wide audience 



WHY IS IT IMPORTANT? 

Manage information overload – no-one can possibly read all 
current papers or attend all talks 

Used in search engines to help people find your work 

Able to be read online without a subscription 

Read by people to decide if your paper is worth more time 

Stored in reference database to remind reader of your work 

Helps you to think in a more focused way about your own work 

“Trailer” for your work! 



FOUR ESSENTIAL PARTS 
Part 1: Introduction / Motivation / Problem Statement 
What is the topic of this paper? What is the scope of your 
work? What is the problem you are trying to solve?  

Part 2: Approach / Methods 
How did you go about solving the problem? What was your 
methodology? 

Part 3: Results 
What are the specific results? How well is the problem solved? 

Part 4: Discussion / Implications / Conclusion 
So what? How is this useful to science or to the reader? 



HOW LONG? 
Check instructions for journal, conference, etc. 

Journal / chapter – typically 100-250 words 
Thesis / dissertation – typically 1-3 pages 
Conference / talk – typically 300-500 words 

Length of abstract determines length of the four parts: 
Short abstract ! one- to two-sentence answers 
Longer abstract ! several-sentence answers 
One-page abstract ! one-paragraph answers 

Stick to the four-point rule: 
Don’t omit answers to shorten an abstract or add 
superfluous points to lengthen one! 



KEY STYLE POINTS 
Be as brief and specific as possible 

Write complete sentences that logically follow one another 

Don’t completely repeat the title in the abstract – title and 
abstract are always read together 

Make sure the abstract is self-contained and is understandable 
without reading the paper / going to the talk 



WHAT TO AVOID 
Don’t cite the work of others unless absolutely necessary 

Don’t use unfamiliar terms, acronymns, abbreviations, or 
symbols. If you absolutely must do so, define them at first 
mention in the abstract, and again at first mention in the text. 

Don’t include figures or tables 

Don’t include information that is not covered in the paper / talk 

Don’t undersell yourself in the abstract 
Don’t be shy to point out gaps in previous work 
Don’t hesitate to confidently state the work’s importance 
Don’t stress limitations – phrase them as future directions 



USE OF VERB TENSE 
View 1 
“An abstract or summary refers primarily to the author’s own 
unpublished results, and uses the past tense.”  
(Matthews & Matthews, 2008, p. 48) 

View 2 
“An abstract is about what you do NOW! Consequently, use 
ONLY the PRESENT TENSE when writing the abstract. There 
are added advantages to doing this. The present tense is 
vibrant, lively, engaging, leading, contemporary, and fresh. The 
past tense is passé, déjà vu, gone, stale, unexciting, and 
lagging. It feels like reading old news.”  
(Lebrun, 2007, p. 126) 



VERB TENSE – ROUGH GUIDE 
Introduction – Motivation " Present Simple / Perfect   

Recent studies have shown that… 

Introduction – Focus of present paper " Present Simple 
This paper presents a new methodology for… 

Methodology " Past Simple 
The effect of SES was investigated by means of… 

Results " Past Simple 
The reading speed showed a marked increase… 

Discussion " Past Simple / Present Perfect 
In sum, we found clear effects of transfer from L1 ... 

Applications " Present/Future Modal 
This framework can be used to evaluate… 



WHEN AND HOW TO WRITE? 
View 1: Before the Paper 
Writing the abstract first can help clarify your story line and 
bring a focus to your message that you might otherwise 
struggle to find and adhere to; can help reorient you if blocked. 
Note: You will almost certainly need to revise it once the paper 
is written! 

View 2: After the Paper 
Read your completed paper, underline key points, use those to 
create your abstract section by section 

Always keep in mind the four parts 
Introduction, Methods, Results, Discussion 



READ AND REVISE CRITICALLY 
Ensure that each of the four parts are present 

Eliminate unnecessary content; add things that are missing 

Correct possible errors 

Add transition words and phrases to tie ideas together 

Make sure ideas are expressed clearly and concisely 

Adapt language as necessary to be familiar and precise 

Proofread carefully – no typos! 

Get your peers to critique your abstract – good for them too ☺ 



EXERCISES 



PART 2: 
CONFERENCE ABSTRACTS 



WHERE IT ALL BEGINS 
Call for Papers 

What is the topic? 
Where and when is the conference? 
What kinds of presentations are possible? 

Talks? Posters? Symposia? Method demos? 

Abstract Logistics 
How many words? 
What format? 
What additional information (keywords, author info)? 
How to submit? 
Deadline for submissions and notification of decision? 



CALL FOR PAPERS 
The 25th Annual CUNY Conference on Human Sentence Processing will be held 
at the Graduate School and University Center of the City University of New York, 
March 14-16, 2012. Abstracts are solicited for papers and posters presenting 
theoretical, experimental, and/or computational research on any aspect of 
human sentence processing. 

Accepted presentations will form a program made up of three days of spoken 
papers presented in plenary session plus three poster sessions. Time 
constraints entail that fewer than 15% of accepted presentations can be given as 
talks at the podium.  Therefore, reviewers will be asked to identify submissions that 
seem most likely to generate broad interest, on grounds of originality of ideas or 
significance to the field. 

Submission Deadline: Friday, December 2, 2011. This deadline applies to all 
submissions, paper or poster.  Notifications concerning acceptance or rejection will 
be made in mid-to-late January 2012. 

Abstract Guidelines: The text of a submitted abstract may be no longer than 500 
words.  You may also include examples, references and data summaries (but 
please, no data charts or diagrams). This additional material, taken together, must 
not exceed 15 lines of text. Abstracts should be submitted electronically at URL. 



SUBMITTING YOUR ABSTRACT 
Make sure your abstract fits with guidelines 

Fits the topic? 
In the right format? 
Figures / tables / references included or extra page? 
Meets length criteria? 
Submitted by deadline? 

Online submission tips 
Names and order of authors? Addresses needed? 
Abstract proofread? 
Know keywords / sorting category? 
Correct file format? 



RESULTS NOT QUITE READY ... 
Three possibilities: 
1. Have results ! write an abstract  ☺ 
2. No results ! don’t write an abstract  $ 
3. No results ! write an abstract by guessing results  % 

Run a real risk of: 
Much stress getting results on time 
Having to present results opposite to those in the abstract 
Having no (interesting) results at all 

This may not be so bad for the presentation 

But ... many abstracts are published (online) or cited in 
publications, so incorrect information may get into the literature 



GOAL OF ABSTRACT 
Information function 

Accurately summarize your work so people can refer 
back to it 

Convey scientific merit and importance of your work 

Often available online or in print form for years ... 

Marketing function 
Convince reviewers to accept your abstract 

Convince attendees to come to your talk / poster 



REVIEWER’S PERSPECTIVE 
May have 10-15 (or more) abstracts to review 

May be assigned abstracts that are outside their specific 
field of expertise 

May have left reviewing till the deadline and thus may be 
under time pressure. 



REVIEWER’S PERSPECTIVE 
Is this work relevant to the conference? 

Why is this work interesting?  

Is it original in approach or theory? 

Will it be interesting to a wide audience? 

Is it valid? Is the theory sound? Is the method well done? 

Are the results significant? Is the conclusion justified? 

Does the work have important implications? 

Is the abstract clearly written and understandable? 

Is the work more suitable for a talk or poster? 



HOW TO WRITE A BAD ABSTRACT 
The work is not relevant to the conference 

It’s not clear why this work is important because: 
There’s no theoretical or practical relevance 
It’s not related to previous work in the field 
It’s not related to previous work in an interesting way 

It’s only of interest to two people in the world ... 
... and one of them is the author 

The research is unsound 
It’s not clear what exactly the authors have done 
The method is not appropriate or the analysis is wrong 
The conclusion is not consistent with the results 
The work hasn’t actually been carried out yet 



GETTING INSIDE THE 
REVIEWER’S MIND 

Of course your work may be relevant, important, interesting, 
and sound 

But that’s useless unless you make these points clear to the 
reviewer! 

Good work can be reported in a bad abstract 
And poor work can be reported in a good abstract 

You must ensure that the reviewer can 
immediately see your abstract’s relevance, 
importance, interest, and scientific merit 

Do not expect the reviewer to do the work 
for you! 



HOW TO WRITE A GOOD ABSTRACT 
Start by situating your work 

How does it fit into the grand scheme of things? 
What big picture question does it relate to? 

Provide relevant background 
Outline relevant theory, previous empirical work 
Highlight a gap in the existing work in the field 
Explain how your work will fill that gap 
Why is your work interesting / original / unique? 

Describe your work 
Give details of your method 
Include examples of your materials 



HOW TO WRITE A GOOD ABSTRACT 
Describe your results 

Present key patterns in the data 
Give numbers – e.g., % accuracy, table of key results 
Make clear that results are significant (p value is enough) 

Explain implications of your results 
How do they relate to the theory or previous work? 
How do they advance the field?  

TIP: Remember that the reviewer may not be in your subfield 

TIP: Read abstracts from previous years of the conference 

TIP: Check out the LSA “Model Abstracts” site: 
https://www.linguisticsociety.org/resource/model-abstracts 



HOW TO WRITE A GOOD ABSTRACT 
In sum: 

Make sure you answer the important questions that might 
be in the reviewer’s mind 

Proactively show the reviewer that your work meets the 
criteria for acceptance 



CHECKLIST 
&  What is the motive behind this 

work? 

&  What is the problem you were 
trying to solve? 

&  How did you go about testing 
the hypothesis? 

&  What are the results? 

&  What is the conclusion and 
possible application of the 
results? 



ABSTRACT REJECTED? 

If your abstract isn’t accepted, that’s okay 

You get to join the club of 100% of other people in your field 
who have also had abstracts rejected many times!  

(Ask your advisor – it’s true!) 

See this as a learning opportunity  

Use the feedback and reviews to help strengthen your next 
abstract and your work overall 



SAMPLE SCORING SYSTEM 



EXERCISES 
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