Dissertation Abstract/Précis
The dissertation précis or abstract that you send with your application letter should provide a more detailed summary of your dissertation than is possible in the paragraph or two you can devote to it in the letter.   It will only be read if the letter and c.v. have interested the committee member.  In other words, the scenario to think about the following:  is a committee member reads your letter and thinks, oh, that's interesting, I'd like to know more.  If the précis is in your portfolio s/he can turn to it, and, inside of 10 minutes, learn enough to decide if you should be asked for more material.  If the précis isn’t there, or isn’t effective, the committee member then needs to decide if s/he feels comfortable, on the basis of the letter alone (or letter and c.v.) urging the committee to send for more material.  

To those ends:  It is crucial that the précis convey the dissertation’s main argument and its contribution to knowledge.  Doing so involves locating it historiographically, giving a sense of its scope and narrative strategy, methodology and source-base. It should be between 3 and 5 double spaced pages (no longer) and it should not contain footnotes.
Writing it will also provide an excellent foundation for AHA interviews, on campus interviews, and the dissertation defense.

