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How to write an abstract 

1. What is an abstract? 
 1.1. As an adjective = something not “specific” 
 1.2. As a noun = “a brief  written statement of  the main points or 
 facts in a longer report, speech, etc.” (Merriam Webster); “Breve 
 resumen de un artículo científico, una ponencia o una 
 comunicación, que suele publicarse junto con el texto completo” 
 (DRAE). 
 1.3. Etymologically = abstractus (from abs- = “out of ” and trahĕre =
 “to pull”) => in medieval philosophy = to extract a part from a
 whole; in the 20th century ‡ specific (eg. abstract art) 



How to write an abstract (cont.) 

2. Kinds of  abstracts 
 2.1. Descriptive => it outlines the topics or themes covered in a piece of  
    work ‡ the Introduction of  a book. 
     => usually 10% of  the full paper. 
     => It answers questions like: “Why have I chosen this topic?; 
           What have I done?; What did I expect to find?  
 2.2. Informative => a brief  summary of  the main point(s) of  the paper  
       => the methodology used 
       => major conclusion(s) 

N.B.: Length of  an informative abstract (100-250 words) plus key words 
(explained in 3.3.) 



How to write an abstract (cont.)

3. Parts of  an abstract 
 3.1. scope, purpose, results and contents of  the work => social 
 sciences / other scientific/experimental work 
 3.2. background, thesis (i.e. proposal), and conclusion => 
 humanities 
 3.3. include 5-7 key words/phrases => to help identify the kind of  
 paper  proposed or submitted  

	  



How to write an abstract (cont.) 

4. Why are abstracts written? 
- To attract the reader’s attention (“to flirt” / “to set the hook”) 
- They are normally needed when: 

 • Writing a TFG or TFM 
 • Writing a “prospectus” or “thesis proposal” 
 • Completing a thesis / dissertation 
 • Submitting articles to a journal 
 • Sending a proposal for a conference paper 
 • Applying for research grants 
 • Making a book / book chapter proposal 

 



How to write an abstract (cont.)

5. What to do AND… 
• Include the most relevant information first (a way to “set the hook”) 
• Respect the technical language – avoid an abundance of  it – used 
throughout the paper 
• Include the thesis of  the piece of  writing (usually in the first sentence) 
• Refer to basic background information (to help contextualise the proposal) 
• Use clear, concise, accurate language (“mission impossible” for many 
Spanish speakers) 
• Include key words/phrases that help identity the kind of  paper written 
 



How to write an abstract (cont.) 

5. … what not to do 
• Do not include extensive references to other works 
• Do not insert information not found in the original piece of  
work 
• Do not “ramble” defining concepts or addressing ideas in detail 
• Do not forget to revise the abstract several times 
 
	  



How to write an abstract (cont.)

6. A sample abstract (Learning	  Guide	  ©	  2005	  The	  University	  of	  Adelaide.	  h=p://www.victoria.ac.nz/educaDon/pdf/WriDng_an_abstract.pdf). 

Metalinguistic awareness contributes to effective writing at university. Writing is a meaning-
making process where linguistic, cognitive, social and creative factors are at play. University 
students need to master the skills of  academic writing not only for getting their degree but also 
for their future career.  It is  also significant  for  lecturers  to  know  who  our  students  are,  
how  they think and how we can best assist them (background). This study examines first-year 
undergraduate Australian and international engineering students as writers of  academic texts in 
a multicultural setting at the University of  Adelaide (purpose/aim). A questionnaire and 
interviews were used to collect data about students’ level of  metalinguistic awareness,  their  
attitudes  toward,  expectations  for,  assumptions about and  motivation  for  writing (method). 
The preliminary results of  the research  show  that  students  from  different  cultures  initially  
have different  concepts  about  the  academic  genres  and  handle  writing with  different  
learning  and  writing  styles  but  those  with  a  more developed  metalanguage  are  more 
confident  and  motivated (results). The conclusion  can  also  be  drawn  that students’  level  of   
motivation for  academic  writing  positively  correlates  with  their  opinion about   themselves   
as   writers.   Following   an   in-depth   multi-dimensional analysis of  preliminary research 
results, some recommendations for writing instruction will also be presented (conclusion/s). 
Key words: Academic writing, university, multiculturalism, metalanguage, motivation 



How to write an abstract (cont.)	  
7. Examples of  grammar-related aspects that 
should be taken into account 

•  Check verb forms and tenses 
Metalinguistic awareness contributes… (*contribute)…; the 
conclusion can be drawn… (*can be draw/drawed/drew…) 

•  Do not use the so-called “double subject” 
*It will be presented recommendations for writing instruction. 
Some recommendations for writing instruction will also be 
presented. 

•  Use short, simple sentences and avoid 
many/long subordinate clases 

(See the abstract on the previous slide) 

	  

	  

8. Examples of  vocabulary-related aspects 
that should be taken into account 

•  Work ≠ project, paper, article, essay 
-  A TFG is a project => This project focuses on… 

-  An article published in a scientific journal (e.g. Nature) is a 
paper; a written talk (“una comunicación”) is also a paper 
(Call for Papers – CfP) 

-  In this study (“estudio”, “trabajo”), I will examine… 

•  Research (n.) => some/a lot of  research ≠  

a research study, two research studies… 
-  There is some/a lot of  research about/on… 

-  According to two research studies (Cassany, 2008; Núñez 
Cortés, 2017), …   
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9. Suggested readings 
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