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ABSTRACTS – WRITING AND GRADING ABSTRACTS1 
       by Kelly Sullivan and Physics Department 
 
The abstract is a single, short paragraph that conveys the essential information regarding your research. In it, you 
should state what was addressed and what your results were. For experimental papers state your goals (e.g., 
what you measured and how or what problem was addressed), what your results were including values with 
uncertainty, if relevant, how your results/data compared to previous results and/or theoretical values or models, 
and what your results mean - all as concisely as possible! Consequently, the abstract is best written after you have 
written the rest of the report. 
 
Scientists typically read the title and abstract first to determine if the article is worth reading. As such, these are 
very important, and must clearly describe the salient results and their implications. 
 
Because they are concise summaries of the work, abstracts are available for free from journals while the rest of the 
article may be behind a paywall. Therefore, the abstract should stand alone. Unlike the main text, abstracts do not 
have footnoted citations. 
 
A sample abstract from the University of Maryland:  
“The A-technique was employed to measure the B-parameter in System C. Under conditions D, we find values 
for the B-parameter of XXX±YY m/s. These values imply Z.”  
 
This is about as short as you could make it.  For our experiments in Physics 290, we will have a 200-word limit. 
 
Another suggestion for Phys 290-like papers online (http://www.ncsu.edu/labwrite/lc/lc-
improvinglaprep.htm) is to prepare your abstract by stringing together summary statements from each of the 
major sections of the lab report:  
 

Introduction: main objective(s) of lab; hypothesis 
Experiment: a quick description of how you made your measurement 
Results: statement of the findings, including any numerical result with uncertainty 
Discussion: judgment about hypothesis; explanation for judgment 
Conclusion: what you learned about the scientific concept  

 
Below is a grading rubric for grading experimental abstracts. 
 
Rubric for Abstract 

Category Excellent Good Fair Poor 
1. Experiment goals including reference to relevant theory 3 2 1 0 
2. Description of how measurement was made 3 2 1 0 
3. Results, including values w/ uncertainties 6 4 2 0 
4. Compare data/results to model/theoretical value 6 4 2 0 
5. Meaning of Results 6 4 2 0 
6. Organization and Clarity 3 2 1 0 
7. Concise, fits within length limits of journal or conference 3 2 1 0 

 
        Total Score:        / 30 

 
1 Adapted from documents by Kelley Sullivan, Associate Professor of Physics at Ithaca College.     
    https://faculty.ithaca.edu/kdsullivan/teaching/phys360/tutorials/ 
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Of course, this is not a hard and fast rule for all abstracts and different journals have different goals.  But this is 
generally a good format for data-related papers.  We include below a different rubric for abstracts of theory 
papers. 
 
1. This is a famous article from 2016 

Title: Observation of Gravitational Waves from a Binary Black Hole Merger. 
(https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.116.061102)  
 
Abstract: 

 
 

Category Excellent Good Fair Poor 
1. Experiment Goals 3 2 1 0 
2. Description of how measurement was made 3 2 1 0 
3. Results, including values w/ uncertainties 6 4 2 0 
4. Compare data/results to model/theoretical value 6 4 2 0 
5. Meaning of Results 6 4 2 0 
6. Organization and Clarity 3 2 1 0 
7. Concise, fits within length limits of journal or conference 3 2 1 0 

 
         Total Score:             / 30 

 
 
Remember to ANNOTATE the abstract! 
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2. Recent article analyzing gravitational wave results 

  
 

Category Excellent Good Fair Poor 
1. Experiment Goals 3 2 1 0 
2. Description of how measurement was made 3 2 1 0 
3. Results, including values w/ uncertainties 6 4 2 0 
4. Compare data/results to model/theoretical value 6 4 2 0 
5. Meaning of Results 6 4 2 0 
6. Organization and Clarity 3 2 1 0 
7. Concise, fits within length limits of journal or conference 3 2 1 0 

 
         Total Score:             / 30 

 
 
Remember to ANNOTATE the abstract! 
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3. Abstract for article from Prof. Viva Horowitz 
 

 
 

Category Excellent Good Fair Poor 
1. Experiment Goals 3 2 1 0 
2. Description of how measurement was made 3 2 1 0 
3. Results, including values w/ uncertainties 6 4 2 0 
4. Compare data/results to model/theoretical value 6 4 2 0 
5. Meaning of Results 6 4 2 0 
6. Organization and Clarity 3 2 1 0 
7. Concise, fits within length limits of journal or conference 3 2 1 0 

 

Total Score:        / 30 
 
Remember to ANNOTATE the abstract! 
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4. Abstract for article from Prof. Viva Horowitz 

 
  Unpublished preprint available: https://arxiv.org/abs/2302.03680  
 

Category Excellent Good Fair Poor 
1. Experiment Goals 3 2 1 0 
2. Description of how measurement was made 3 2 1 0 
3. Results, including values w/ uncertainties 6 4 2 0 
4. Compare data/results to model/theoretical value 6 4 2 0 
5. Meaning of Results 6 4 2 0 
6. Organization and Clarity 3 2 1 0 
7. Concise, fits within length limits of journal or conference 3 2 1 0 

 

Total Score:        / 30 
Remember to ANNOTATE the abstract! 
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5. Abstract for article from Charles Collett 

 
 

Category Excellent Good Fair Poor 
1. Experiment Goals 3 2 1 0 
2. Description of how measurement was made 3 2 1 0 
3. Results, including values w/ uncertainties 6 4 2 0 
4. Compare data/results to model/theoretical value 6 4 2 0 
5. Meaning of Results 6 4 2 0 
6. Organization and Clarity 3 2 1 0 
7. Concise, fits within length limits of journal or conference 3 2 1 0 

 

Total Score:        / 30 
Remember to ANNOTATE the abstract! 
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6. Abstract for article from Profs. Gordon Jones and Brian Collett 

 
 

Category Excellent Good Fair Poor 
1. Experiment Goals 3 2 1 0 
2. Description of how measurement was made 3 2 1 0 
3. Results, including values w/ uncertainties 6 4 2 0 
4. Compare data/results to model/theoretical value 6 4 2 0 
5. Meaning of Results 6 4 2 0 
6. Organization and Clarity 3 2 1 0 
7. Concise, fits within length limits of journal or conference 3 2 1 0 

 
Total Score:        / 30 

 
Remember to ANNOTATE the abstract! 
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7. Abstract for article from Profs. Gordon Jones and Brian Collett 

 

 
 
 

Category Excellent Good Fair Poor 
1. Experiment Goals 3 2 1 0 
2. Description of how measurement was made 3 2 1 0 
3. Results, including values w/ uncertainties 6 4 2 0 
4. Compare data/results to model/theoretical value 6 4 2 0 
5. Meaning of Results 6 4 2 0 
6. Organization and Clarity 3 2 1 0 
7. Concise, fits within length limits of journal or conference 3 2 1 0 

 
Total Score:        / 30 

Remember to ANNOTATE the abstract! 
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1. Abstract for article from Prof. Adam Lark: 

 

 

 
Category Excellent Good Fair Poor 
1. Experiment Goals 3 2 1 0 
2. Description of how measurement was made 3 2 1 0 
3. Results, including values w/ uncertainties 6 4 2 0 
4. Compare data/results to model/theoretical value 6 4 2 0 
5. Meaning of Results 6 4 2 0 
6. Organization and Clarity 3 2 1 0 
7. Concise, fits within length limits of journal or conference 3 2 1 0 

 
Total Score:        / 30 

Remember to ANNOTATE the abstract! 
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8. Abstract for article from Prof. Megan Marshall Smith (theorist) 

 

 
 
The rubric is a little different for a theoretical (not experimental) work. 

Category Excellent Good Fair Poor 
1. Scientific Goals 3 2 1 0 
2. Description of how science was conducted 3 2 1 0 
3. Results (findings) 6 4 2 0 
4. Compare to previous work and expectations 6 4 2 0 
5. Meaning of Results 6 4 2 0 
6. Organization and Clarity 3 2 1 0 
7. Concise, fits within length limits of journal or conference 3 2 1 0 

Total Score:        / 30 
Remember to ANNOTATE the abstract! 
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9. Abstract for article from Prof. Seth Major (theorist) 
 

 
 
 
The rubric is a little different for a theoretical (not experimental) work. 

Category Excellent Good Fair Poor 
1. Scientific Goals 3 2 1 0 
2. Description of how science was conducted 3 2 1 0 
3. Results (findings) 6 4 2 0 
4. Compare to previous work and expectations 6 4 2 0 
5. Meaning of Results 6 4 2 0 
6. Organization and Clarity 3 2 1 0 
7. Concise, fits within length limits of journal or conference 3 2 1 0 

Total Score:        / 30 
 
Remember to ANNOTATE the abstract! 
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10. Abstract for article from Prof. Kate Brown (theorist) 

 

 
 

The rubric is a little different for a theoretical (not experimental) work. 

Category Excellent Good Fair Poor 
1. Scientific Goals 3 2 1 0 
2. Description of how science was conducted 3 2 1 0 
3. Results (findings) 6 4 2 0 
4. Compare to previous work and expectations 6 4 2 0 
5. Meaning of Results 6 4 2 0 
6. Organization and Clarity 3 2 1 0 
7. Concise, fits within length limits of journal or conference 3 2 1 0 

Total Score:        / 30 
Remember to ANNOTATE the abstract! 

 


