APPRAISING & READING AN ABSTRACT

(from:  ASR in the HS  by Dr. R. Pavlica; adapted by FT Di Gaetano)
An important part of a completed research investigation is the writing of a concise statement called an abstract.  Economy of language and the correct choice of words are essential here.

It is through abstracts that the products of research are most likely to be disseminated.  Think of the abstract as a first announcement that has been carefully written to convey the essence of what has been done and to spur the reader to take a closer look if the project is in one of his/her fields of interest.
As explained by authors at the Center for Communication Process at Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute,  

“Although an abstract appears as the first section of a paper, it should be

 

written last. You need to have completed all other sections before you can

 

select and summarize the essential information from those sections. 

Many abstracts are published without the complete paper itself in abstract

journals or in online databases. Thus, an abstract might serve as the only 

means by which a researcher determines what information a paper contains. 

Moreover, a researcher might make a decision whether to read the paper or 

not based on the abstract alone. Because of this need for self-contained 

compactness, an abstract must convey the essential results of a paper.”











      http://tinyurl.com/yyf55b9
It is a simple statement of fact, that scientists read and explore abstracts.  Abstracts are part of the system through which the scientific and engineering communities keep their members up-to-date and to help them avoid redoing a project done by another researcher.  The system of abstracts acquaints a reader with recent research results without reading an entire paper or having to hear a presentation.

The abstract which is normally single-spaced should be no more than 250 words.  It is NOT an in-depth treatment of the essential ingredients of the research accomplished.  Rather, it is a “tasting” of every part of the project.   While there are at least two schools of thought regarding the “rules of technical/scientific reporting” an abstract is commonly written in the third person and contains between 175- 250 words.   
Although there is no required format for an abstract, our course will adopt a few generally accepted guidelines.   On the next page, a reasonable outline, has been provided..
Summary:

Abstract    It is a stand-alone product with a maximum word count of 250.


      It is the first portion read, but the last part to be written.  

      The abstract pulls together the most important threads of your introduction, hypothesis,

      methodology, analysis, discussion and conclusion ... it is a snapshot of the whole project.  When
      you think of your research as a play, the abstract would be like the storyline, NOT the lines of
      dialogue.
      So, the abstract is fairly prescriptive (rather formal) ... a short collection of statements of

      fact ... pretty dry, to the point ... in and out like a parking spot. ) 

      
     The abstract gives the reader everything needed to know about the work, while being a little
                   light on details. It provides the broad strokes.  If your research project were analogized to a meal,
                   the abstract is just the meat and potatoes. The body of the abstract should consist of short, 
     precisely worded sentences which outline of the research project, its findings and next best steps. 
     It identifies the quantities explored, the variables isolated, the variables compared, and the kinds 
     of analysis employed (e.g. chi-square, histogram, averaging etc).  Finally, a concluding statement
     is presented, which is a concise statement of what has been learned.
      It is a synopsis of "what" ... What was done, What was tested, What was measured...

  

What was the control
What was the dependent / independent variable 
What are the characteristics of the tested population 
What data were collected 
What statistical analysis was used 
What happened / were the results

What was the conclusion 

What might be the next best step....   
 Addressing the issue of “Why” is not a necessary component of any abstract.
WRITING AN ABSTRACT

Writing an abstract is not all that different from appraising or reading an abstract.  There are some generalized ideas that can help you.  For your project(s) you will need to provide an abstract at each symposium.

The following guidelines can help you when writing an abstract:

1.  The past tense is used to describe completed research.  The present tense is used to state existing 
     facts.  
2.  The abstract is written, commonly in the third person and should contain 175 to 250 words.  Avoid
     “I, we, you, my, our, etc”.   Rather than writing:  “My goal was to …” use phrases such as;  

     “The focus of the project was…”   

3.  Assume that the reader has a good technical (scientific) vocabulary, appropriate to the topic, but
     identify the meaning of highly specialized words or abbreviations, which are peculiar to the field.

4.  Methodologies should be described minimally.  It is perfectly correct to write “ … by means of a

     redox titration” …. or , “ … measured using a spectrophotometer”.     There is no need to describe

     the process of redox titration, or the specific steps to using the spectrophotometer.  The abstract

     need only allude to techniques, methods, or processes employed.

5.  Results, conclusions, or findings should be stated clearly and concisely.

You may find the following APPROACH / TECHNIQUE useful:
1.  Sentence #1:  write a broad statement about your topic

2.  Sentence #2:  write a more specific statement about your topic

3.  Sentences #3-6:  define the major problem(s) which scientists are trying to solve

4.  Sentences #7-12:  describe the most salient findings of the research in the field

5. Sentences #13-15:  state the direction of future research

Examples of Various Abstracts

Evaluate the following abstracts.  Work together.  Find the positive and where improvements might be made, in the writing of the abstract, per the ideas of this paper.

1)  Citation:  http://www.unc.edu/depts/wcweb/handouts/abstracts.html    or   http://tinyurl.com/6relh8
The power of the press in early 19th century Brazil

This dissertation examines the role of newspaper editors in the political turmoil and strife that characterized late First Empire Rio de Janeiro (1827-1831). Newspaper editors and their journals helped change the political culture of late First Empire Rio de Janeiro by involving the people in the discussion of state. This change in political culture is apparent in Emperor Pedro I's gradual loss of control over the mechanisms of power.  As newspapers became more numerous and more powerful the Emperor lost his legitimacy in the eyes of the people. To explore the role of the newspapers in the political events of the late First Empire, this dissertation analyzes all available newspapers published in Rio de Janeiro from 1827 to 1831. Newspapers and their editors were leading forces in the effort to remove power from the hands of the ruling elite and place it under the control of the people. In the process, newspapers helped change how politics operated in the constitutional monarchy of Brazil. Word Count: (163)
a) List (or highlight) 2-3 points showing that the above abstract achieves the guidelines given to you.

b) List how the above abstract fails to meet the guidelines given to you.

2)  Citation:  http://www.unc.edu/depts/wcweb/handouts/abstracts.html    or   http://tinyurl.com/6relh8
Black Holes and gravitational radiation

The problem of detecting gravitational radiation is receiving considerable attention with the construction of new detectors in the United States, Europe and Japan. The theoretical modeling of the wave forms that would be produced in particular systems will expedite the search and analysis of the detected signals. The characteristic formulation of GR is implemented to obtain an algorithm capable of evolving black holes in 3D asymptotically flat spacetimes. Using compactification techniques, future null infinity is included in the evolved region, which enables the unambiguous calculation of the radiation produced by some compact source. A module to calculate the waveforms is constructed and included in the evolution algorithm. This code is shown to be second-order convergent and to handle highly non-linear spacetimes. In particular, we have shown that the code can handle spacetimes whose radiation is equivalent to a galaxy converting its whole mass into gravitational radiation in one second. We further use the characteristic formulation to treat the region close to the singularity in black hole spacetimes. The code carefully excises a region surrounding the singularity and accurately evolves generic black hole spacetimes with apparently unlimited stability.   Word Count:  (187)
a) List (or highlight) 2-3 points showing that the above abstract achieves the guidelines given to you.

a) List how the above abstract fails to meet the guidelines given to you.

3)  Citation:  http://www.rpi.edu/web/writingcenter/abstracts.html    or   http://tinyurl.com/63peuf
A study of quarks and quantum mechanics

This study's objective was to determine the strangeness measurements for red, green, and blue quarks. The Britt-Cushman method for quark analysis exploded a quarkstream in a He gas cloud. Results indicate that both red and green quarks had a strangeness that differed by less than 0.453 x 10-17 Zabes/m2 for all measurements. Blue quarks remained immeasurable, since their particle traces bent into 7-tuple space. This study's conclusions indicate that red and green quarks can be used interchangeably in all He stream applications, and further studies must be done to measure the strangeness of blue quarks.   Word Count:  (95)
a) List (or highlight) 2-3 points showing that the above abstract achieves the guidelines given to you.

b)  List how the above abstract fails to meet the guidelines given to you.

4)  Citation:  http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/1448436       
Benzoyl peroxide solubility and stability in hydric solvents.

Saturated solubility and reaction rate constants for the decomposition of benzoyl peroxide in solution and suspension were determined for use in formulation development. The solvents studied included ethanol, propylene glycol, and cosolvent mixtures of PEG 400 and water. The solubility of benzoyl peroxide was inversely related to the solvent polarity, with greater solubility occurring with semipolar solvents. The stability of benzoyl peroxide in solution was dependent on the solvent, concentration of benzoyl peroxide, and temperature. The compound was least stable in PEG 400. Stability was improved when water was added to PEG 400. Similar solvent effects were observed in suspension. In benzoyl peroxide suspensions of PEG 400 and PEG 400/water blends, benzoyl peroxide stability was dependent on solubility, with improved stability occurring in blends where the benzoyl peroxide was least soluble. Thus, solution formulations of benzoyl peroxide in pharmaceutically acceptable solvents are unlikely to show good stability; however, suspension formulations should be reasonably stable if the vehicle is selected to provide low benzoyl peroxide solubility.     (Word Count 165)
a) List (or highlight) 2-3 points showing that the above abstract achieves the guidelines given to you.

b)  List how the above abstract fails to meet the guidelines given to you.

