
	Reports


	Many students assume that essays will be the main form of written assessment you produce at university. In fact, depending on your subject, you may well start off writing short reports rather than essays. Although report requirements vary between subjects, there are certain features that reports have in common which distinguish them from essays.



Difference between reports and essays
	Reports
	Essays

	Reports are typical of writing you do in the world of work
	Essays are found in academic settings, and are rarely used 
elsewhere

	Reports present data and findings you have collected yourself – through a survey, questionnaire, case-study, reflection…depending on task set
	Essays focus on discussing and analysing theory, ideas and 
research by others.

	Reports have a particular structure and format.
	Essay structure, apart from introduction and conclusion, is 
decided by you – whatever is most appropriate for the argument

	A report is divided into separate sections.
	Essays do not have sections, but should flow as a continuous 
piece of writing

	A report may contain tables, charts and appendices.
	Essays do not include tables or appendices.

	A report will use a system of headings, sections and sub-sections, using numbers and letters.
	Essays do not have section headings or numbering.

	Reports can use different writing styles, and use lists and bullet points.
	Essays use the same academic style consistently throughout.

	Reports will include a description of the methods used to collect the data.
	Essays do not refer to any method used.

	Reports may include some comment on how the research could have been improved, and what gaps still remain for further research.
	Essays do not reflect on the process of 
researching and writing the essay itself.

	Reports may include recommendations for actions to be taken.
	Essays do not include recommendations.




Table adapted from Cottrell, S. The Study Skills Handbook  2nd ed. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan



Structure of a report
Report structure is based on a standard model.
Depending on your subject, your first reports may be quite short, with only a few key sections. As you progress, you may produce longer and more detailed reports, using all the sections listed below.
It is useful to look at examples of different types of reports in journals, so that you can see what they have in common, as well as how they differ. A scientific research report, for example, will be different from a report produced on a business topic, although they follow the same basic principles (always check what format is expected with your lecturer before planning and writing your report).
1. Title page
2. Contents
3. Abstract or executive summary
4. Introduction
5. Literature review
6. Method
7. Findings
8. Discussion/analysis
9. Conclusion
10. Recommendations
11. Bibliography
12. Appendices
Report structure in more detail
1. Title page
This is a separate page, showing the title or subject of the report, who it is for, the name of the author, and the date it was submitted.
2. Contents
This should be a list of all the sections and sub sections of the report, with page numbers, so that the reader can quickly access different sections..
You should also list any tables or illustrations, with page numbers.
3. Abstract or executive summary
This is not usually needed in a short report, but should be a brief summary of the main aim, methods, findings and conclusion.
4. Introduction
The introduction briefly states what the research is about, and why it is significant – establish the context. This section should include the aims and objectives of the research, and a broad outline of the topics covered.
5. Review of literature
This may not be needed in a short report.
A literature review will briefly outline some of the key research findings on the subject, discussing the strengths and weaknesses, and setting the scene for your research. It may state the main hypothesis, or idea, that your research explores, and make clear why it is relevant or useful.
6. Method
This section should outline exactly how you did your research, including a description of the methods used, and all relevant details, such as numbers of people questioned in a survey. The details given here should be enough to enable someone else to replicate your research.
You should also give reasons for the methods you use, and justify any decisions made, such as length of a questionnaire, age of participants, or type of resources used.
7. Findings
This is a key section, where you present your findings as clearly as possible. This may involve separate headings, graphs, or any other way of making clear what you have found. You might start with the most significant finding, and progress to other aspects that are worth noting.
It is important that you do not discuss, analyse or evaluate any of the findings in this section, but just present them in a neutral style.
8. Discussion/analysis
This is an important section, in which you discuss and analyse your findings. This might include whether or not they were what was expected, what was unexpected and why, what they suggest about the topic, and how they relate to and build on previous research. In a short report, your scope may be limited to pointing out key aspects that fit with the original idea, and those that don’t, and what this suggests to you. You may need to point out flaws and limitations in the research, as well as ways in which it could be improved. You might also point out what further research might be useful.
9. Conclusion
A conclusion should be no more than a brief overview of the key points, linked back to the initial aim of the report.
10. Recommendations
These are not always needed, but if required, they might be some practical ideas for further action or research following on from your findings.
11. Bibliography
This should reference all the books, articles, websites and other sources you used in any way when writing and researching the report.
12. Appendices
These should go at the end and consist of any additional material that has been mentioned in the report but not provided fully in the text, such as transcripts of interviews, other reports you have used, or tables of less important but interesting findings.
Presentation
The report should look professional and information should be easy to find
· Space your report well on the page. The reader should be able to find different sections quickly and easily. Use plenty of white space with wide margins and generous spacing between lines. Dense text and cluttered pages can put the reader off. 
· Use a font such as Arial or Times, that is clear and comfortable to read. This may already be specified in your student handbook. Do not use fonts at less than 12 point. Headings and sub-headings can be larger, and in bold, as long as they stand out a little, and you do this consistently. 
· When you use diagrams, graphs or tables, number these and put them at the point where they are first referred to. They should have a heading/title and include sources - this can be in a smaller font 9 or 10. 
· Use consistent formatting and numbering for headings, maybe using bold or underlining for clarity. For example:
1. HEADING
(a) Sub-heading one.
(b) Sub- heading two
or
A. HEADING
(i) Sub-heading one (ii) Sub-heading two
· Your writing style should be concise. Bullet points can be used to present a list of points concisely and clearly.
· Headings should be consistent and convey a clear meaning. They will also be used in the Table of Contents to direct the reader to the information they are seeking.
· Make sure that the length of a report adheres to guidelines or restrictions imposed.
· Your writing style should be clear, concise and formal.
· Proof read and carefully check grammar, punctuation and spelling





