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Three Types of Text? 
What is it that links abstracts, summaries and conclusions together? The answer is that they all of them are 
usually an integral section of a main text; while abstracts and summaries can also be texts by themselves, a 
conclusion cannot exist without the text it makes conclusions about. This gives us five different types of text, 
and five different writing methods to produce them. 
 

• Abstracts can exist alone if they are promissory notes for a text to come; for instance, when 
submitting a paper to an academic conference. However, they mostly occur at the beginning of a 
longer text as a taster and abbreviation of that text.  
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• Summaries can exist alone as short reviews of a text. In business, this is their 
primary purpose: to allow the busy to delegate detailed reading to the less busy. 
In this role they are usually summaries by people other than the author(s). 
Summaries can also occur at the beginning or end of longer texts, written by the 
author(s), to pre-empt the need for someone else to summarise. In this role they 
can seem to be very like abstracts; but, as the journal PNAS shows, they are 
different (see Appendix 4). 

 

• Conclusions cannot really exist separate from a text, and they have a particular role in the text they 
are written for. They are not summaries, they are definitely not abstracts, and they are not endings; 
they are the inferences and outcomes which have emerged from the discussion in the text. Writing 
a good conclusion is a vital section of any text; it is the final view that readers have of that text.  

 
This means that the three types of text are very different; they all require different ways of writing, one 
cannot stand in for another, and a single main text may include all three. However, each of these three types 
of text cannot contain each other: an abstract has no summary or conclusion; a summary needs no abstract 
or conclusion; and a conclusion does not include an abstract or summary. 
 
 
 

What is an Abstract? 
There are two types of abstract, the discursive abstract and the structured abstract. The discursive abstract 
can be either an integral section of a main text or a stand-alone text by itself. The structured abstract is a 
fairly new format and, while it is sometimes used as an integral section of a main text, I have never seen it 
used for a stand-alone text. 
 

Discursive Abstract 
A discursive abstract is the standard type of abstract you will encounter in the social sciences. This is a 
paragraph to introduce a paper or article or dissertation (the target) which summarises the contents of the 
target. A good guide to the size limit of a discursive abstract is as follows: 
 

• Up to 10,000 words in the target text: 2% of the target’s word count. 

• 10,000-20,000 words in the target text:  1.5% of the target’s word count. 

• Over 20,000 words in the target text:  1% of the target’s word count. 
 
However, there are often word-count or formatting limits imposed on a discursive abstract by publishers or 
marking institutions: find out what they are for the particular publisher or institution and stick to them. 
 
A discursive abstract should be wholly about the target text (or, if it is a promise for a text yet to come, it 
should be honest and realistic in what it promises for the target text). It should not be concerned with other 
arguments or discussions in the field, only with the arguments set out in the target text. The question to ask 
at the end of a discursive abstract is: does my reader know the key things I discuss in the target text? 
 

Structured Abstract 
This is a relatively new type of abstract in the social sciences (although it has a longer pedigree in the physical 
sciences), and it only really works with research texts. The structured abstract is usually divided into four 
parts: 

• Objectives: What the research is trying to show. 

• Methodology: How the research was done. 

• Results: What the research actually showed (sometimes labelled “Discussion”). 

• Conclusions: What the results mean for the field of study (sometimes labelled “Outcomes”). 
All of these parts should be no more than four sentences long. 
 

This is what 
you are doing 
for 6SSEL045 
assignment 1 
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A structured abstract can be less than four parts (methodology is sometimes left out if there is no direct 
research); or it can be more than four parts (e.g. the Discussion and Results can be divided into separate 
parts). Structured abstracts are usually a requirement of the publisher rather than the writer, but some 
writers use them by preference. 
 
 
 

What is a Summary? 
A summary provides a shortcut for the reader to decide whether to investigate a text or topic further. They 
therefore serve two roles: as a pre-reading summary, to entice the reader; and as a review summary, to leave 
the reader sufficiently informed that they do not need to read further. The best summaries do both of these 
tasks, but they may be specifically written to fulfil only one of them. 
 
Summaries may be written by the author(s) of the target text, but they are often written by a third party, 
putting an extra level of interpretation between the authors and the readers. This extra viewpoint can be 
very useful for the reader, presenting another approach to the topic; or it can be obfuscatory or even 
misleading, misrepresenting the text to the reader. Obviously, you should aim for the first and not the second 
approach. 
 
Summaries are also unusual in that they can be written about a topic rather than a text (see Appendix 5). 
 

Pre-Reading Summary 
These are usually written by the authors (sometimes editorial staff) to encourage reading of the main text. 
You frequently see, in many non-academic magazines, a short strapline below a headline as an enticement; 
these are rare in academic papers, although not unknown. In Academia, a pre-reading summary is usually a 
short paragraph which is a non-technical version of the abstract and conclusion combined. It needs to provide 
the shortest route between the two. It used to be that a summary, if it appeared at all, was produced by a 
third party; but recently some journals have added these pre-reading summaries to their authorial 
requirements. 
 

Review Summary 
This is usually written to replace the task of reading the target text. It is almost always written by a third party 
to appraise or criticise the target text, and it is only written as a stand-alone text. The review summary must 
include the key points of the target text, and it should be fair to the target text. A review text can be critical, 
but it should not mislead the reader about the nature of the text: the writer of the summary should consider 
themself to be in a three-way social contract of honesty with the reader and the target text author. 
 

Topic Summary 
This is a summary of several different texts all discussing the same topic. The purpose is to 
present a balanced view between the different approaches to the topic, and to bring 
together texts which address different aspects of the topic. It is almost always written by a 
third party, and it is only written as a stand-alone text. It can be critical of particular 
approaches, or provide evidence to support a particular stance, or it can adopt a neutral 
stance, just reporting any controversies about the topic. In all cases, fairness and 
faithfulness to the sources is vital. 
 

What is a Conclusion? 
A conclusion is not just a signing-off, it is a chance for the writer to unite the research question, research, 
discussion, results, and outcomes into a simple, cohesive structure. It does not restate the main text, nor 
does it argue from the main text; it should, however, highlight the key information the reader needs to 
understand the main text properly. 
 

This is what 
you are doing 
for 6SSEL045 
assignment 1 
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Discursive conclusion 
This is the usual type of conclusion to an academic text, but that does not mean it is formulated from simple 
principles that are easy to follow; discursive conclusions can be quite idosyncratic. Because of this, the 
discursive conclusion is easily derailed, either by uncritical restatement of the contents of the main text, or 
by introducing new information which has not been addressed in the main text. A discursive conclusion is 
perhaps the most difficult feature of an academic text to do properly – which is why many academic texts do 
not even attempt a conclusion. This avoids the pitfalls, but it leaves the text incomplete and the reader 
unsatisfied. This web page offers more useful information on how to write a good discursive conclusion: 
https://writingcenter.fas.harvard.edu/pages/ending-essay-conclusions 
 

Bulleted conclusion 
The bulleted conclusion is a new type of conclusion which attempts to solve several problems created by the 
discursive conclusion. Its advantages are: 

• It makes the conclusion shorter. 

• It identifies key points in the main text and addresses them individually. 

• It is easier for the reader to follow and understand. 

• It is less prone to uncritical restatement, because the lack of criticism makes the statements look 
bare. 

• It is less easy to introduce of new information, because the need for explanation makes the bullet 
point too big. 

 
In a bulleted conclusion, each list item should be short and to-the-point, only one or two sentences. Where 
the prime consideration in a discursive conclusion is the topic, in a bulleted conclusion it is the reader. 
 
Despite the advantages of a bulleted conclusion, many academics do not like them, so it is better to discover 
the marker’s position about them before submitting one. Outside of academia, bulleted conclusions are the 
norm. 
 
 
 

Types of Abstracts, Summaries and Conclusions 
 Abstract Summary Conclusion 

Integral? 

Discursive 
Appendix 1 Pre-reading 

Appendix 4 

Discursive 
Appendix 8 

Structured 
Appendix 2 

Bulleted 
Appendix 9 

Stand-alone? 
Discursive 
Appendix 3 

Pre-reading 
Appendix 5 

 

Review 
Appendix 6 

Topic 
Appendix 7 

 

  

This is what you are 
doing for 6SSEL045 

assignment 1 
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Should I … ? 
 Abstract Summary Conclusion 
Use references? If the abstract is an integral 

section of a main text, and the 
text is itself about another key 
text or texts, then you may 
reference those texts. 
 
If the abstract stands alone you 
may reference other texts, but 
be frugal: one reference per 50 
words is the upper limit. 

If the summary is an integral 
section of a main text then 
include only key references. 
 
If the summary stands alone 
then you may need further 
references: one reference per 
50 words is the upper limit. 

Yes, but only reference texts 
already mentioned. You should 
avoid introducing new content 
into a conclusion. 

Introduce new 
or 
countervailing 
evidence? 

Not usually. This is (or will be) 
done in the main text, where it 
can be argued out properly. 
 
If the abstract stands alone you 
may have to mention 
countervailing arguments, but 
do not set them out. 

give new or countervailing 
evidence if the main text(s) 
take an identifiable position, 
and then only about the 
position taken. 
 
If the summary stands alone it 
may be more important to 
mention different evidence 
about the position taken in the 
main text, but do not speculate. 

The main text should contain all 
the evidence, properly argued. 
You can comment upon the 
arguments in the conclusion, 
but do not introduce new 
evidence. 

Include quotes? Usually, do not use quotes in an 
abstract. You can use one short 
quote if it is particularly 
relevant, otherwise do not use 
them. 

Use only short, in-text quotes 
(less than 40 words); use them 
sparingly (no more than three); 
and only use them if they are 
particularly relevant. 

You can finish with a short, 
particularly relevant quote, 
otherwise do not use them. 

Discuss the 
topic? 

No. Describe the topic in simple 
terms, but the discussion 
should be in the main text. This 
applies to both integral and 
stand-alone abstracts. 

Yes, but do not get embroiled 
in the arguments pursued in 
the main text(s); just 
summarise the outcomes of the 
discussion. This applies to both 
integral and stand-alone 
summaries. 

Yes, but in summary form: do 
not discuss the arguments, only 
the outcomes of the 
arguments. 

Discuss data 
collection 
methods? 

Not in a discursive abstract, 
although you may need to 
mention key findings. This 
applies whether the abstract is 
an integral section of a main 
text or stand alone. 
 
In a structured abstract you 
discuss the data collection 
briefly under Methodology. 

You should discuss methods if 
the data collection affects the 
research (e.g. it is flawed or 
creates biases in the data), but 
then only in terms of the 
problem. Otherwise do not 
mention data collection. 

No, the methods (and the 
problems they create) should 
be set out fully in the main text. 
You can mention the problems 
in terms of the validity of the 
research. 

Set out the 
research 
question? 

Yes, this is the core of the 
abstract, whether it is an 
integral section of a main text 
or stand alone. However, you 
also need to discuss the 
research question more fully in 
the main text. 

If a research question is a 
significant part of the main 
text(s), then mention it, and 
any problems it creates; if the 
research question is obscure, 
say so. 

Yes, this should be the core of 
the conclusion: how did the 
outcomes of the research meet, 
or fail to meet, the 
expectations of the research 
question. 

Take a position? Not usually. The abstract 
should be as factual as possible, 
not speculative. 
 
If the abstract is stand-alone, 
you may want to mention the 
position taken as a fact; do not 
discuss it. 

Yes, if you are reacting to the 
text(s) summarised. However, 
do not argue the position, just 
state it as a known bias. 
 
This is particularly important if 
the summary is standalone. 

Yes, the main text provides the 
argument, the conclusion gives 
the outcome and 
consequences. 

                                                                  
This is what you are doing for 6SSEL045 assignment 1 
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Appendix 1 – Integral Discursive Abstract 
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Appendix 2 – Integral Structured Abstract 
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Appendix 3 – Stand-alone Discursive Abstract 
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Appendix 4 – Integral Pre-reading Summary 

 
  

Integral 
Pre-

reading 
Summary 

Integral 
Discursive 
Abstract 
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Appendix 5 – Stand-alone Pre-reading Summary 
 
Marc D. Hauser, Noam Chomsky & W. Tecumseh Fitch (2002). The Faculty of Language: What Is It, Who Has 
It, and How Did It Evolve? In Science 298 1569-1579. 
 
When it was published, this paper was seen as a major rewriting of the story of language origins by 
Generativists, and a serious threat to the alternative cognitive evolution approach. However, after three 
years it was becoming obvious that the paper did not address key questions about the origin of language, 
and the solution it offered was neither sufficient nor particularly informative. Now, it is seen as a rather 
quaint relic of an earlier, less informed period in the study of language origins. 
 
The paper looks at the “faculties” that are required for language to become possible, and it divides those 
faculties into two groups. The first group includes everything that seems to exist in some form in other 
species. These are: 

• External faculties – ecological, physical, cultural and social; 

• Organism-internal faculties – memory, digestion, respiration and circulation; 

• Faculties of Language Broad (FLB) – conceptual-intentional, sensory-motor and “other”. 
 
The second group includes the faculties that only humans have: 

• Faculties of Language (Narrow) (FLN) – recursion. 
 
The paper argues that an evolutionary story can be told about all of these faculties, except FLN recursion: 

“The available comparative data on animal communication systems suggest that the faculty of 
language as a whole relies on some uniquely human capacities that have evolved recently in the 
approximately 6 million years since our divergence from a chimpanzee-like common ancestor. 
Hypothesis 3, in its strongest form, suggests that only FLN falls into this category.” (p1573) 

 
Some of the language used to describe FLN is telling. In the quote above, FLN could be a faculty of very early 
humans, including the Australopithecines; this represents a major compromise for Chomsky, and he has since 
recanted on such an early date. Another quote says that: 

“FLN takes a finite set of elements and yields a potentially infinite array of discrete expressions.” 
(p1571). 

 
This represents an important mitigation of Chomsky’s usual quote, taken from Wilhelm von Humboldt, that 
“Language is infinite use of finite means”. Where Chomsky’s quote sees language itself as infinite, the FLN 
quote sees language as finite, but its usage as potentially infinite: language is just another cognitive 
mechanism with a wide range of possibilities. Once again, Chomsky has since recanted on this view. 
 
The paper was called into doubt in 2011, when Hauser was found guilty of research misconduct and resigned 
from Harvard. Many of his research papers were reviewed, including those quoted in the 2002 paper. In 
addition, work on child and animal communication has continued to show that the capacity to learn is greater 
than Chomsky has claimed. 
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Appendix 6 – Stand-alone Review Summary 
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Appendix 7 – Stand-alone Topic Summary 

 

 
 

  

This is what you are doing for 6SSEL045 assignment 1 
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Appendix 8 – Integral Discursive Conclusion 

 
 
[From Michael Pleyer & Stefan Hartmann (2014). A Matter of Perspective: Viewpoint phenomena in the 
evolution of grammar. In Erica A. Cartmill, Seán Roberts, Heidi Lyn & Hannah Cornish (eds.), The Evolution of 
Language: Proceedings of the 10th International Conference (EVOLANG10). World Scientific: Singapore, 
pp98-105.] 
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Appendix 9 – Integral Bulleted Conclusion 

 
 
[From Marcin Kozak & James Hartley (2011). Writing the conclusions: How do bullet-points help? In Journal 
of Information Science 37:2, 221-224.] 
 


