
Writing an Abstract

An abstract is a single paragraph summary of your experiment. Like a paper (or lab report), an abstract should contain an introduction, methods, results, and conclusion. Every scientific paper has an abstract at the beginning to let the reader know what the paper is about and to make an informed decision whether the entire paper is worth reading. Abstracts also are printed in reference books where the whole article does not appear, and are used to decide which articles you need to obtain. A third use of abstracts is to summarize the work you will be presenting at a meeting, so people will know if they should come to see your complete presentation.

Guidelines for writing good abstracts

Revise, revise, revise.  The Abstract should be clearly and concisely written.  Try to address each of the questions below (under ABSTRACT).  Use plain English whenever you can, active voice when you can, and use simple sentences. It is not necessary to refer to any literature (if you do, list the references below the abstract). State only your most important conclusion(s).  Remember, the Abstract probably will be the only portion of your report that most people read.  Make sure it is well written.

ABSTRACT

1. Title: The title should indicate the question you investigated, or the method, if that is important. Example: Effect of Owner Education Level on Number of Cats per Household.

2. Author(s) and address(es). Example: Mary Darwin and John D. Helix, 1994, Introductory Biology, Davidson College.

3. What is the general topic you were investigating and why is it important? One to two sentences. Example: Education level may affect choices people make about their personal lives and habits.

4. What are the specific questions you are addressing with this project? The Abstract should not include your complete methods. Provide a one or two sentence overview. Example: We investigated the relationship between education level and the number of cats per household for residents of a small town.

5. How did you do this experiment? For a single paragraph abstract, one or two sentences are needed. You are not trying to be complete, just give a general idea of how you did it. Example: The residents of a small town in North Carolina were polled as to the number of years of education for adults in households and the number of cats associated with the household.

6. What did you observe? One sentence should be enough: state only your main point(s). Example: Adults with either low education levels (0-10 years of school) and those with high education levels (more than 16 years of school) had significantly more cats per household than those with intermediate education levels (11-16 years of school). Include your most important data (mean values, standard deviations, number of samples you studied, etc.) which influenced your conclusion. 

7. What did you find out about the general topic or question (see #3 above)? One sentence, 2-3 sentences for a longer abstract. Example: We concluded that education level can affect choices not directly associated with academic pursuits.

Here is the final abstract from the example above:

Effect of Owner Education Level on Number of Cats per Household.  Anna Author and Aaron Associate, Biology Department, Davidson College, Davidson, NC 28036.
Education level may affect choices people make about their personal lives and habits. We investigated the relationship between education level and the number of cats per household for residents of a small town. The residents of a small town in North Carolina were polled as to the number of years of education for adults in households and the number of cats associated with the household. Adults with either low education levels (0-10 years of school) and those with high education levels (more than 16 years of school) had significantly more cats per household than those with intermediate education levels (11-16 years of school) when analyzed by the statistical test ANOVA, (p<.005). This finding is highlighted by noting that those people with high or low education levels were more likely to have four or more cats (23%) than those people with intermediate education (4%). We concluded that education level affects whether a household will have pet cats.

     With the method outlined above, you should be able to produce a good abstract in less than an hour. If you haven't clearly and carefully thought through what you did in the experiment, writing the abstract should help you do so. It is shorter than a lab report, but includes most important points. (For your information, the study and abstract above was invented for this lab and does not reflect an authentic study.) Other sample abstracts will be available in the lab for your viewing pleasure.  Also, consult the posters on display in Watson and Dana.
NEWS ITEM: If you are under the mistaken impression that the research you do is unimportant, then take a lesson from Emily Rosa. Emily published her research results in JAMA - the Journal of the American Medical Association. She conducted her research while in the fourth grade! She was curious whether there was any validity to a new form of alternative medical therapy called “touch therapy”. She and her mom, a nurse, conducted an experiment which Emily designed. The end result demonstrated that touch therapy was not able to discern as much information as the practitioners claim. You can read her article in the April 1, 1998 issue of JAMA in our library (Rosa L, Rosa E, Sarner L, Barrett S. A close look at therapeutic touch. JAMA. 1998 Apr 1;279(13):1005-10).
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