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1. INTRODUCTION

Why do students write? Easy, most students would say:  Because we have to.
Honest, perhaps, but discouraging. It makes writing seem pretty trivial. How about
another go? Here's a likely second answer: To show what we know. Hmm, I'm not
sure I like that much better. Isn't there something more positive we can
say about writing? 
Yes, there is. The best reason to write is the best reason to do
anything—because  it  helps  you  grow  and  develop  your
potential.  Writing is  a terrific  way to learn.  When you write  you
discover whether you really understand something, or just think you do;
and the very process of writing makes you think, and think hard.

Writing is an indispensable part of thinking and learning. The process of writing—a
restless cycle  of inquiry,  composition, and revision—pushes students toward the
true goals of higher education: critical thinking, creativity, analysis, synthesis, and
informed  judgment.  In  this  view,  then,  writing  is  primarily  about  learning,  not
showing off what you already know. If writing an assignment teaches you nothing,
the assignment has been a failure.
Let us now go through a journey of discovery and learning.

2. WHAT IS A REPORT?

 A report is a document which defines a subject or problem, and gathers relevant
information and facts in order to present them as completely and accurately as
possible.  A  report  may  include  analysis,  judgement,  conclusions  and
recommendations. 
 A report therefore needs to be: 

o Understandable 
o Precise 
o Logically structured 
o Descriptive 
o Aimed at the reader 

 Particularly useful for informing, explaining and persuading. 

Before writing the report
 It is important to consider WHO you are writing the report for, and why. 

 Key questions to ask yourself: 
o Who wants the report? 
o Why do they want it? 
o What are they going to do with it? 
o What do they want it to cover? 
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o What will the report not cover? i.e. disclaimer. 
o What will happen as a result of the report? 

 A report should have a clear objective, i.e. what you are trying to achieve.
          A clear objective = a clear focus = easier to write.

3. STEPS IN REPORT WRITING

Step 1 : Be prepared
Step 2 : Tackling the question
Step 3 : Researching
Step 4 : Planning
Step 5 : Writing
Step 6 : Preparing the Layout 
Step 7 : Reviewing & editing 
Step 8 : Learning 
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Step 1: Be prepared

Before you even consider starting to write or research your report, you must have
the answers to the Wh-question words

o Why does this  report  have to  be  written? Your  answer  will  give  you  the
specific aim of the report, the title of the subject heading.

o What is the problem?  Define the main problem(s) and your answer(s) may
lead you to  identify the reason of the problem(s) and  narrow down the
definition until you reach the main clauses. 

o Who is the report for?
o When is the report due in? 
o How long must the report be? 

Once you have the answers you can begin to plan your approach to the report. At
this stage it is often a good idea to make a plan - allocate your time to undertake
each stage of the report. Perhaps a week for research, a few days for writing the
report, a couple days for reviewing and editing, and another few days to type it up
(you  never  know  how busy  the  computers  might  be).  Allow  yourself  what  you
consider to be enough time to complete the project - take into account all your other
work and commitments as well.
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Step 2: Tackling the Report

Do not allow yourself  to be disheartened by ‘difficult’  report  requirements. Think
about the question and what it is asking. You may do the following:

1.0 Break it down into smaller questions
An example to illustrate the point: 
Students  today are  faced with  more  problems than students  twenty
years ago. Discuss 
First you can break the question down into smaller questions: 
 What  is  meant  by  ‘students’?  School  students/  university  students/

evening class students? 
 What problems do students of today have to deal with? 
 What problems have students had to deal with in the past? 
 What has caused these problems? 
 How do these problems compare? 
 etc. 
You now have a number of smaller tasks to complete, instead of one large
one.  This  means  you  can  focus  your  research  on  answering  specific
questions, rather than looking vaguely for general information on the subject
without much purpose. 

 Ask fellow students how they are thinking of tackling the report
This is not cheating - it is a good way of allying any fears that you may be
going off on the wrong track. At the same time, don’t worry if your approach
is different to someone else’s - this merely shows that you have different
styles and different ideas. If we all approached every task in the same way
the world would be a very boring place!
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Step 3: Researching
You are ready to start researching your answer. If you do not know where to begin,
try your course reading lists. 
You  should  be  looking  for  answers  to  questions,  rather  than  just  reading
anything written on a subject. This will stop you from reading too much irrelevant
material. 
 Do not stop at reading academic texts. Try to use as many resources as you can

to answer your questions and provide evidence for your arguments.  You could
try Primary Research (that is first hand research) through:

 talks/interview
 notes taken during brainstorming sessions
 interviews with other relevant persons in public and private sectors
 government offices
 questionnaires
 television programs on Business Report etc.
 experimentation to find the best solution by testing 
 survey

You could try  Secondary Research of  materials researched by someone
else through general libraries of colleges and universities:

 specialized libraries
 directories
 encyclopedias
 journals
 thesis
 Asian Business Magazines with up-to-date information on business

and finance
 television programmes
 government publications
 database – search through the internet

Whichever sources you use, be sure to  accurately note down references - you
will need these for your Bibliography/List of References at the end. 

 Once you know you have the answers you need to write the report,  STOP.
You  cannot  go  on  reading  forever,  and  there  is  a  limit  to  how  much
information you can squeeze into a 2,000 word report. 
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Step 4: Planning
Now that you have all the information you need all you have to do is make a plan
and start bringing your ideas together. 

Reports cover:

Introduction 
 There should always be an introduction.  This should be designed to help the

reader get the greatest value from the report.  The introduction will normally 
include:
a) The authorization and purpose of the report – the reader must be told 

who commissioned the work and why the report was produced
b) Any limitations encountered that affected the results or the ability of the 

writer to complete the report
c) The scope of the report – exactly what the report covers, how information

is presented in the report, where the information for the report came from 
and how it was gathered (e.g. questionnaire or other research)

One or two short paragraphs should suffice.

Main Body 
 It consists of the major sections that present, analyze and interpret the 

findings gathered.
 These sections contain the “proof”, the detailed information necessary to 

support your conclusion and recommendations.
 Numbering in a report is very important because it helps to distinguish main 

idea from supporting points. It also makes it easy for referencing.
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Example of Numbering System in a Body of a Report

2. FINDINGS
2.1  Quality of Food
       2.1.1  Taste of Set Meals 
       2.1.2  Taste of A La Carte Meals 
2.2  Service
       2.2.1  Waiting Time
       2.2.2  Waiters-Patrons Ratio
2.3  Price
       2.3.1  Cost of Set Meal 
       2.3.2  Cost of A La Carte Meals 
2.4  Standard of Hygiene 
       2.4.1  Food Hygiene
       2.4.2  Kitchen Equipment
       2.4.3  Cutlery FIGURE 3.1
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Conclusion – The concluding paragraph has three basic functions:
• To bring the report into completeness
• To emphasize and highlight the important aspects, and
• To indicate what steps or course of action should be taken

You can use either of the three following report endings or a combination of all 
three:
Ending Summary
The ending summary comes after the report body.  It ends the whole report and 
gives the summary of major findings and stated or listed in order in which they 
appear in the body
Conclusions
It is an analysis of what the findings mean and gives the answer to the statement of 
the problem that lead to the report
Recommendations
Opinions, based on reason and logic, about the course of action that should be 
taken and who is to take it

Step 5:   Writing   the Report

A good idea is to start writing about one of the issues in your report that you feel
really comfortable with. This should give you the confidence to go on and write the
rest. 
2 You don’t have to start at the beginning and write the report straight through to

the  end.  Try  taking  each issue  in  turn, making  sure  you  have  covered  it
thoroughly before moving on to another point. 

3 Start  by  forming  your  notes  into  sentences,  then  into  paragraphs.  Each
paragraph should contain only one point; if your paragraphs are long and cover
lots of issues consider splitting them into smaller paragraphs. 

4 Organise your paragraphs in  a logical  order -  remember that  your  report
should  form a  coherent  piece  of  writing.  If  your  report  is  disorganised  your
reader will find it hard to understand, even if the points you raise are relevant
and well argued. Using a word processor can help here - you can move bits of
your writing around easily and quickly. 

5 Use language that is easy to understand. Do not use elaborate wording when
something simpler will do. 

6 Do not use your own feelings and/or prejudices  to distort your report. You
need to present an objective and unbiased argument. 

7 Avoid repeating yourself to make the report longer. This tactic will be spotted
immediately and will gain you no marks. 

8 Also  avoid filling  your  report  with  hundreds  of  quotations.  This  is  not
necessary, and can make a piece of work very irritating to read. Always be sure
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to  acknowledge your quotations,  and never present the ideas of others as
your own. This is plagiarism, and is a disciplinary offence. 
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Step 6: Preparing the Layout

The following format has a general layout for most report:

PREFATORY 
PART

TEXT OF THE REPORT SUPPLEMENTARY
PART

Cover
Title Page
Letter of Transmittal
Table of Content
Executive Summary

Introduction
Body/Findings
Summary
Conclusion
Recommendations

Appendixes
Bibliography
Index

The PREFATORY or the front section of the report is always numbered in small 
Roman numerals (i, ii, iii, iv, etc).  It contains:
 Title Page 

Usually appear on page (i) and includes four blocks of information,
 the title of the report;
 the name of the person for whom the report was prepared (instructor or 

client)
 the name of the person that prepared the report; and
 the date on which the report was submitted.

 Letter of Transmittal (not always required)
5.1 The transmittal letter usually appears right before the table of 

content, on page (ii).  A letter of transmittal enables the writer of the
report to establish contact with the receiver, and acts as the formal 
record of delivery of the report.
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A REPORT ON THE OPERATIONS OF AUSTRALIAN
McDONALD’S STORES, 2001

Prepared for:

Dr. A.J. BLOGGS

Prepared by:

PHUA CHU KANG

Submitted: 10 March, 2004

(i)

FIGURE 3.2 Example of an assignment title page
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6.1 The letter should be addressed to the person who requested (in 
your assignments it is permissible to use a fictitious person).
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Blair Consultants
122 Arthur Street
TOWNSVILLE QLD 4810
14 July 2001

Mr. Warren Vale
NewIdeas Pty Ltd
54 Phillip Street
TOWNSVILLE QLD 4810

Dear Mr. Vale

Further to your request on 23 July, I hereby attach our report analyzing the 
market potential for the new product you are assessing.  As discussed with 
you during our meeting last month, we have paid particular attention in our 
analysis to the consumer decision-making processes of your target market.

The report provides a detailed breakdown of the product’s possible impact in 
the marketplace, as well as a full examination of your direct and indirect 
competitors.

Our investigators suggest that this product has good market potential in the 
current economic conditions.  However, as outlined in our report, indications 
of possible competition from South-East Asian producers within the next 
decade suggest the need for an accelerated development program in order 
to establish a niche in the new market.  We recommend that your company 
proceed with the development of the product, with consideration given to the 
revised schedule provided in this report. 

We have proposed a number of ways in which you might counter potential 
foreign competition while maximizing your domestic sales profile.  None of 
these proposals, we believe, need affect product development, but several 
suggestions hold the promise of broadening the domestic market in 
surprising directions.  We discuss these points in detail in the report.

Thank you for affording us the opportunity to work with you on this project.  I 
will be glad to discuss any questions you may have at our meeting next 
week.

Yours sincerely

Martin Ehrlich - Director

FIGURE 3.3 Example of a letter of transmittal
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 Table of Content 
7.1 In the table of content (see Figure 3.4), all the sections of the 

report are listed in the sequence in which they appear in the report 
along with the page reference.

8.1 The table of content is prepared AFTER the other parts of the 
report have been typed so that the beginning page numbers for 
each heading can be shown.

9.1 The heading should be worded exactly as they are in the text of 
report.

10.1 Also listed on the contents page are the prefatory parts and the 
supplementary part. 
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Table of Content
           Page

TITLE PAGE   (i)
LETTER OF TRANSMITTAL   (ii)
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY        (iv)
1.    INTRODUCTION   1
2.    FINDINGS   2-12

2.1 …………..
2.2 …………..
2.3 …………..

3. CONCLUSIONS   13
4. RECOMMENDATIONS   14
APPENDIXES A   15
APPENDIXES B   16
APPENDIXES C   17
BIBLIOGRAPHY   18   

LIST OF TABLES AND FIGURES
TABLES
I: ……………….    3
II: ……………….    7
III: ……………….  10
FIGURE
          ……………….    2
          ……………….    5

FIGURE 3.4 Sample table of contents



TECHNOLOGY COLLEGE SARAWAK

 Executive Summary 
11.1 The Executive Summary provides the reader with the report’s 

major purpose, analytical processes as well as findings and 
recommendations.

12.1 After reading the summary, readers know the essentials of the 
report and are in position to make a decision.  

13.1 It should contain brief statement of the following:
i. The purpose (objectives) and scope of the report;
ii. The type of analysis conducted (and methods used);
iii. The most important and significant findings, in summary form; and
iv. The most important and significant recommendations.  

Table 3.1 provides a guide to the approximate length of the executive 
summary.

REPORT LENGTH (WORDS) EXECUTIVE SUMMARY LENGTH (WORDS)
1500 200-300
2000 250-350
3000 450-550

Note: the word count of the report does not include the executive summary,
letter  of  transmittal,  table  of  contents,  figures,  tables,  references  or
appendices.
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The SUPPLEMENTARY PART follows the text of the report and include the 
appendixes and bibliography.

1. APPENDIXES
14.1 Contains materials related to the report but not included in the 

text because they’re too lengthy or bulky or because they lack 
direct relevance.

15.1 Each type of material deserves a separate appendix.  Identify 
the appendixes by labeling them, for example:

“Appendix A: Questionnaire”

2. BIBLIOGRAPHY/LIST OF REFERENCES
16.1 What is the difference?  
17.1 A Bibliography includes all the materials you looked at but not 

necessarily included in a report.  A Reference List is a list of all the
books, journals, etc that are cited in the text.  Ask your lecturer for 
the method they prefer.

18.1 It is placed at the end of the report and listed alphabetically by 
surname.  For more details, please refer to the ‘Guide to Harvard 
Referencing’ Handbook.

MARGINS
The following should be the layout for the double-spaced page of 8½ x 11 inch or 
8½ x 14.
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Step 6: Reviewing and Editing the Report
When you have completed step five put your report away in a drawer and leave it
for a couple of days. Go away and do some other work. 
Once a couple of days have passed get your report out and re-read it. You are likely
to want to change bits, and to spot mistakes you may not have noticed while you
were writing it. You may ask lecturer/friends to read it and tell you if they find any
spelling or grammatical errors - ask them if they can follow your line of argument. 
Now you have a piece of writing that is ready to be submitted for assessment. Be
sure to present it well and remember to put your name on it before you hand it in!
Always take a copy of your written assignments before you submit them.

Step 7: Learning from your report
When you have your report returned to you, read your lecturer’s comments. They
will often point to areas of the report which could have been improved, and will also
highlight areas of your report which were good. If you are unsure about the meaning
of any remarks or comments, ask. 
If you receive a lower mark than you expected discuss this with your lecturer to find
out what you should have done, or what you can do to improve in future. The key to
improving your report writing is to learn from experience. Ask if you can have a
look at fellow students’ reports - perhaps get together as a group to discuss your
reports and your report writing. 
Above all, do not be disheartened. Writing report is something that we can all do - it
does, however, take time and practice. 

4. CONCLUSION
From all the foregoing it can be seen that to succeed in writing a report a systematic
approach is needed.  Almost everyone can write effective reports by following the
principles and techniques set out in this document, and being prepared to accept
that improvement will continue as time goes by.
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