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Technical report writing
1. How is a technical report different from other kinds of writing?

Mainly it is do with purpose and audience- a report is usually written in a less formal style than other types of academic writing and has a wider audience.  It is assumed that the presentation of a report should be professional.  It is also assumed that readers should be able to access the information they need without necessarily reading the whole document so the organisation of the material is particularly significant.

2. Are there guidelines which apply to all reports?

While the exact format of a report will depend on its purpose- eg. a field report, a lab. report, a design brief, the write up of an experiment- there are some common characteristics.

 Any report should communicate with the reader in clear and correct language.

 It should be logical, free of sloppy thinking or procedures, comprehensible, accurate and professional.

3. The parts of a report 

· Title page

· Summary/abstract

· Contents page

· Glossary of terms (if needed)

· Introduction or background

· Theory (if needed)

· The body or middle section- Methods, Results, Discussion

· Conclusions/Recommendations

· Acknowledgements

· References or bibliography

· Appendices

4.The requirements for each section of a report

4.1      The title page of a report provides the 

· The title

· The author’s name, department and university

· The course or other identifying info

· The date

· If needed, a declaration that it is your own work

4.1.1.   The title should be informative, specific rather than general, and not in quotation marks.

Compare these titles and decide which is more informative for the reader.

Waste water treatment

OR

The Newtown waste-water treatment station; treatment processes, output standards and environmental impact.

4.2. The summary or abstract is a self contained, informative synopsis of the substance of the report.  After reading it your audience should know

· The main features of the investigation/design etc

· The results or outcomes of the investigation

· Your main conclusions/findings

4.2.1.A good summary is informative rather that purely descriptive in the sense that it does not just list the names of the sections/chapters but provides real information for the reader.

4.2.2The summary is usually placed on a separate page immediately after the title page.

4.3.If you are writing a major report you may wish to acknowledge your supervisor, other members of staff, industry people who provided assistance etc.  You place it on a separate page immediately after the summary.  In a shorter report you can place the acknowledgements immediately after the main text and before the references.  Always use family names not just first names. 

4.4. The contents page is the first thing people see, so it should be professional, error free and easy to follow.

· Page numbers on the right hand side

· Number the sections by the decimal point numbering system

4.4.1. Numbering- the main sections are given Arabic numerals.  The sub sections are denoted by putting a decimal point after the section number and another Arabic number.

For example:-

1.0 Title of first main section

1.1
First sub heading

1.2 Second sub heading

2.0 Title of second main section

2.1
First sub heading

2.2 Second sub heading

2.2.1. First division in the second sub heading

2.2.2. Second division in the second sub heading

3.0 Title of third main section

Don’t go beyond a three number/two decimal point.  It is too confusing to keep track.  Use bold headings or indented headings instead.

4.4.2. All the preliminary pages (that is those preceding the introduction like the title page, summary, contents,) are numbered using lower case Roman numerals (i,ii,iii,iv).  The first page which is counted is the title page, but it is not numbered.

All the rest of the pages in the document after the preliminary pages are numbered using Arabic numerals.

4.4.3.Appendix is a Latin word.  The plural form is Appendices (sometimes you will see Appendixes).  If you use appendices they should be labelled.  Eg. Appendix 1:Sample Calculations.  Material which is relevant but which does not belong in the main text is put in the appendix.

4.4.4.If you have a lot of figures and tables do not list them on the contents page.  Instead have a section called List of Illustrations.  If you have lots of figures only call them a List of figures and similarly if you only have tables call them a List of tables.

4.5 List of illustrations should come directly after the contents page.  You list figures first, then the tables.  You list the number, title and page of each illustration.

4.6.A glossary of terms is used if you have specific technical terms which need to be defined, if you have used Greek or other symbols or if you have abbreviations.eg. SEM.scanning electron microscope.  It is placed before the introduction, on a separate page.

5.Writing the text of your report 

The introduction

· Say what the report is about

· Put the audience in the picture (background)

· Give the relevant facts and if necessary cite sources

· Introduce the methods used (briefly because you will have a section devoted to this)

· If there is a hypothesis, state it

· Give the scientific objective of your work (if there is one)

· Give an outline of the rest of the report

The body of the report

· Say what you did, where, when, why, how

· This section can be divided up into different sections depending on the requirements of your particular subject.(Method,Results,Discussion)

Conclusions

· Sometimes this will include recommendations, depending on the length of your work.
· Basically this is the so what section- in other words, what happened and what sense can you make of your results.
Labelling graphs, tables, charts, illustrations

The choice of which kind of graph to use depends on the kind of information you wish to show.  However, the graph or table will only be helpful if it is clear and relates to the text. Each graph must have a figure number, a title and, if more information is required, a legend.

When using a graph the figure number and the title usually are written below it.
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Fig. 1. Directions distributed over four quarters.

When you are using a table, the table number and title usually go above it.

Table 1.Data on students staying in residential colleges at Smithton University, 2003

	Nationality
	Numbers
	Course 
	Length of stay

	Malaysian
	43
	IT
	2

	Thai
	67
	Environ.
	1

	Chinese
	21
	Eng.
	1

	Japanese
	82
	Sc
	2


Further resources:-

Remember to use to Website material on “Scribble” which was set up on webct by the University of Tasmania to show you how to write for science and engineering subjects.

There are lots of websites from universities around Australia who provide guidelines for technical report writing.  Some of the most useful are:-

http://www.lc.unsw.edu.au
http://www.unisa.edu.au/learningconnections
http://www.uow.edu.au
http://www.uws.edu.au
http://www.monash.edu.au
http://uwa.edu.au
http://cqu.edu.au
If you use a search engine like Google and type in “writing technical reports” and restrict the search to pages from Australia you will still get thousands of hits, many with links to good American sites like:http://owl.english.purdue.edu
Or British sites like http://plainenglish.co.uk
Avoid commercial sites and beware sites where you have to register- there are enough freely available sites from reputable sources like universities that you should not need the commercial sites.

Note

Psychology has particular requirements and provide a book which tells you how to write reports in that subject.

(If you have any questions/comments, or if you want to contact me to discuss any other aspect of language or learning you can email me on:-

Janet.Counsell@utas.edu.au
Or you can ring me on 6226 2946.)
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