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10 Understanding report writing

Formal reports take several forms, depending on context. The format and writing style of many types of BTEC reports echo those used professionally, such as business reports and safety reports.

Why is report writing important to you?

For BTEC study: you’ll need to write reports as assessed exercises. These will probably follow a recommended format and will contain information about a process or experience you’ve had as part of your course learning. Report writing will help you to develop a formal writing style.

For work: you’ll use this practice for reports required in the workplace. These reports place your work on record and allow others to gain from the work you have done.

What can you do to develop your skills in report writing?

Carrying out the report writing required in your BTEC course will give you valuable experience and feedback. The tips given in this activity sheet assume that you have been given a task that requires a report as an end product, that you have carried out the necessary information gathering and research, and are ready to start writing.

1. Double check your task and the format required for your report

Having spent time carrying out an investigation or study, you should return to the description of the task that was set before you start writing. Ensure that you understand what is expected of you and the way in which it should be presented. If you fail to meet expectations in either of these areas, your mark may be downgraded.

Regarding formats, the report sections and their order may differ. Typically, some or all of the following elements will be present:

	Title
	a concise description of the investigation/study and the content of the report

	Preliminary material
	such as acknowledgements, contents list and abbreviations used

	Abstract (or Summary)
	an outline of the approach taken and the report’s main findings

	Introduction
	the background and rationale for the work and the approach taken

	Literature review
	this may be included in the Introduction or it may be the report’s main focus

	Methods (or Methodology)
	a precise description of the way the investigation or study was done, with enough detail to allow someone to repeat it

	Results (or Investigation)
	a description of results or findings

	Discussion
	your thoughts about the meaning and significance of the results (sometimes present in a ‘Results and Discussion’ section)

	Conclusions
	a summary of the main points arising from the investigation (sometimes final part of the Discussion). You may be asked to give a set of recommendations

	References
	details of the publications you may have cited in the report

	Appendix (plural: Appendices)
	additional material that relates to the study and which would explain this relationship, e.g. a survey questionnaire or data graphs.


In some cases, a glossary section may be required defining key terms. You must adopt the precise titles used for these sections in your instructions also in their exact sequence.

2. Plan your writing

Given that report writing can be a lengthy and demanding process, you’ll need to plan carefully so that you submit the best-possible quality report on time. You should divide the available time among the different sections you will have to write and allow some time for slippage in your plans.

Don’t put things off – get started as soon as possible. Computers allow you to change text and its order at a later stage. You do not need to write the sections in the sequence in which they will appear in the final report. This may give you a chance to get started during the investigation or study itself. You can also use small scraps of time usefully, for example by adding and formatting individual references in the Reference section.

	TIP
	Review progress as you go along and be prepared to change your plans if necessary.


3. Adopt an appropriate writing style

A report writing style should be:
· relatively formal in nature and must be grammatically correct

· concise and accurate

· easy for the reader to understand

· sound in logic and argument

· supported by references for quotations and ideas taken from your reading.

Above all, report writing should be objective in nature. This means
· using an impersonal tone (avoid, for example first-person phrasing such as ‘I conclude …’)

· adopting a succinct, accurate vocabulary (which may be technical in nature)

· avoiding slang and other informal expressions

· using the ‘passive voice,’ focusing on the ‘action’ rather than the ‘actor.’ So, for example in a Methods section you might write ‘the machine was switched on for 30 minutes before results were taken’ (passive voice) rather than ‘I always switched on the machine …’ (active voice).

In addition, the specific content should be wholly relevant to the aims of the investigation (and the report). Ideally, it would include original thoughts about the topic. It must be balanced, taking account of different views on the issues. It should also acknowledge that conclusions are rarely certain.

The last two of these points mean that ‘hedging’ language is often necessary. This avoids certainty and allows you to present scenarios without committing to a single position. Examples might include ‘It appears that …’ or ‘This suggests that …’ Similarly, using the words ‘may’, ‘might’ or ‘could’ can indicate your neutrality and avoid bias.

4. Review and edit your writing

Include in your plan ample time for reviewing your draft report. With technical writing of this nature, it is essential to proofread and edit to ensure your meaning is clear and your writing concise and precise. You may also need to check that your text is within any word limits that have been given.

Checklist for report writing

· Know what the aim of your report should be

· Know what the format of your report should be

· Have a plan for the writing phase

· Understand the writing style you need to adopt
Learning activities
Activity 10.1. Structuring a report

The attached sheet shows the sections of a sample report arranged randomly. Following the structure of a report outlined on page 2 of this activity sheet, identify the sections and place them in correct order.
	
	The sections are:


	
	Their correct capital letter order should be:



	A
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	B
	
	
	

	C
	
	
	

	D
	
	
	

	E
	
	
	

	F
	
	
	


Activity 10.2. Analysing the report content for the abstract

In your own words, briefly summarise:

1 What the report is about:

2 The purpose (aim) of the report:

3 How the work was done:

4 What the findings were:

5 What the outcome was:

Activity 10.3. Analysing the presentation of the report content

Within each section of the sample report in Activity 10.1, particular words and phrases are used that indicate the purpose of the section. Underline or highlight these words and compare your choices with those of another learner. These words or words similar in meaning (synonyms) might be useful when writing your own reports.

Activity 10.4. Structuring an abstract

Based on your restructured version of the report, devise a title for the report and, in no more than 55 words, write an Abstract (Summary) of the report. The writing you did in Activity 10.2 and the words and phrases you identified in Activity 10.3 will help you construct your Abstract. Compare your Abstract with that of another learner and comment on how effective your Abstracts are as concise reflections of the content of the report.

Reflective activities

Activity 10.5. Reflect on reports from your subject

One of the reasons you’ll be asked to write a report may be that this is a normal practice in your subject area. From your learning materials or by searching online, find a report related to your subject. Identify the component parts and what they are called. Match these against the list presented on page 2. Discuss your report choice with another learner and the nature of other reports you’ve encountered in your placements or other BTEC activities.

Activity 10.6. Reflect on previous reports completed as BTEC assignments

For this activity, either:

· consider a report written by another learner; or

· select a piece of report writing that you yourself have carried out.

Read or re-read the report. Compare this with the format you discovered in Activity 10.4. Now, in the table below, summarise your thoughts about what was well structured and written and what could be improved in your report.

	Aspects that were well structured/written
	Aspects that could be improved

	1.
	1.

	2.
	2.

	3.
	3.


	TIP
	Everyone’s writing technique can be improved. Indeed, learning about writing is a process that will continue throughout your life. Ways in which you can develop your skills include reading books and newspapers (in each case observing good phrasing and expression of ideas) or reading style guides for good English (these are not as dull as they may sound). You may have other thoughts about how you can do this.


Action points
In relation to this activity sheet, consider an aspect of report writing relevant to your course.
	How you can develop your report writing skills further?

	1.

	2.

	3.


	4.

	5.


	Link 

	To help you develop your Skills for Learning and Work further, look also at:

· Activity Sheet 4 on Planning for study and work

· Activity Sheet 7 on Citing and referencing to avoid plagiarism
· Activity Sheet 8 on Understanding the writing process.


Activity 10.1. Structuring a report – randomised sections of a sample report

	A. 
	In line with the existing research, falls were thought to be avoidable in some cases. The evidence from this study suggests that there are people who would welcome ‘low level’ intervention to avoid the onset of complications from a fall. However, in general, the survey group agreed that falls could be reduced with better printed information and guidance on television about fall prevention and general home safety related to mobility. 

	B. 
	Injuries to limbs arising from accidents in the home are common. Reports suggest that they can be attributed to a variety of causes that include falling down stairs, running on wet floors, tripping on protruding furniture or slipping on rugs. In 2015, home accidents accounted for 37% of all accidental injuries. It is thought that many people simply do not pay any attention to either their own common sense or the extensive health education advertising campaigns sponsored by the Department of Health. This surmise is based on a recent survey of home accident victims. However, it is among the elderly that reports of home accidents are highest. Yet little work has been done to establish the frequency of unreported falls in the home among people of pension age. The aim of this study is to establish the frequency of unreported falls, their cause and the reasons for not reporting the incident. It is anticipated that these data will contribute to more effective accident prevention measures being put in place for this group of the population.

	C. 
	The collected data (Appendix 2) showed that in this investigation only two out of five people could recollect seeing or hearing any warning advice about home-related injuries. Furthermore, they had received no specific information about fall prevention. Only one person was aware of any help available in the event of a fall. The reasons for falls were principally attributed to muscle weakness in the limbs, lack of space between items of furniture and tripping on rugs. Reasons given for not reporting falls to health professionals or family members included not regarding the event as important enough, not wanting to show weakness, ‘not wanting to be a bother’ and wanting to avoid ‘official interference’ in their lives. However, all said that they would value more information about how to avoid falls and of ‘low level’ assistance available including the installation of a fall alarm buzzer in their homes that would allow them to choose to summon help if they felt it was required.

	D. 
	The outcomes of this study suggest a multiple approach to raising awareness about falls in the home. Those consulted should be groups representing the elderly, health professionals in the disciplines of Physiotherapy and Occupational Health and member of the Institute Social Work.

	E. 
	The Society of Physiotherapists conducted research that showed that 80% of their patients acknowledge that they knew that they were taking risks when they suffered accidental injury (Walker, 2014). Work done by the Society of Occupational Therapists (Reilly, 2010) suggested that 85% of accidents in the home could have been prevented by the use of walking aids. Their investigations showed that no needs analysis of fall victims had been conducted among those patients reported as suffering more than three falls in a three-month period. In a report commissioned by the Institute of Social Workers (Tripp, 2011), evidence showed that in more than 50% of cases, people suffering unreported falls were unknown to the social work services in their area. Tripp (2011) also noted that victims had been alone at the time of their fall.

	F. 
	Volunteer investigators visited places where people in the target groups were perceived together: lunch clubs, sports clubs particularly golf and bowling clubs, and public libraries. Their role was to canvass the opinions and experiences of those in the 65–85 group about falls in the home. Information was obtained by administering a series of set questions in a 15-minute interview (Appendix 1) with 60 individuals. This was collated and several recurring themes were identified. 


Activities 10.1–10.3 (for tutor use only)

Words identified for Activity 10.2 are highlighted in red.

B. Introduction

Injuries to limbs arising from accidents in the home are common. Reports suggest that they can be attributed to a variety of causes that include falling down stairs, running on wet floors, tripping on protruding furniture or slipping on rugs. In 2015, home accidents accounted for 37 per cent of all accidental injuries. It is thought that many people simply do not pay any attention to either their own common sense or the extensive health education advertising campaigns sponsored by the Department of Health. This surmise is based on a recent survey of home accident victims. However, it is among the elderly that reports of home accidents are highest. Yet little work has been done to establish the frequency of unreported falls in the home among people of pension age. The aim of this study is to establish the frequency of unreported falls, their cause and the reasons for not reporting the incident. It is anticipated that these data will contribute to more effective accident prevention measures being put in place for this group of the population.

E. Literature review

The Society of Physiotherapists conducted research that showed that 80 per cent of their patients acknowledge that they knew that they were taking risks when they suffered accidental injury (Walker, 2014). Work done by the Society of Occupational Therapists (Reilly, 2010) suggested that 85 per cent of accidents in the home could have been prevented by the use of walking aids. Their investigations showed that no needs analysis of fall victims had been conducted among those patients reported as suffering more than three falls in a three-month period. In a report commissioned by the Institute of Social Workers (Tripp, 2011), evidence showed that in more than 50 per cent of cases people suffering unreported falls were unknown to the social work services in their area. Tripp (2011) also noted that victims had been alone at the time of their fall.

F. Methods (or Methodology)

Volunteer investigators visited places where people in the target groups were perceived to gather: lunch clubs, sports clubs particularly golf and bowling clubs, and public libraries. Their role was to canvass the opinions and experiences of those in the 65–85 group about falls in the home. Information was obtained by administering a series of set questions in a 15-minute interview (Appendix 1) with 60 individuals. This was collated and several recurring themes were identified.

C. Results (or Investigation)
The collected data (Appendix 2) showed that in this investigation, only two out of five people could recollect seeing or hearing any warning advice about home-related injuries. Furthermore, they had received no specific information about fall prevention. Only one person was aware of any help available in the event of a fall. The reasons for falls were principally attributed to muscle weakness in the limbs, lack of space between items of furniture, and tripping on rugs. Reasons given for not reporting falls to health professionals or family members included not regarding the event as important enough, not wanting to show weakness, ‘not wanting to be a bother’ and wanting to avoid ‘official interference’ in their lives. However, all said that they would value more information about how to avoid falls and of ‘low level’ assistance available including the installation of a fall alarm buzzer in their homes that would allow them to choose to summon help if they felt it was required.

A. Discussion

In line with the existing research, falls were thought to be avoidable in some cases. The evidence from this study suggests that there are people who would welcome ‘low level’ intervention to avoid the onset of complications from a fall. However, in general, the survey group agreed that falls could be reduced with better printed information and guidance on television about fall prevention and general home safety related to mobility.

D. Conclusion

The outcomes of this study suggest a multiple approach to raising awareness about falls in the home. Those consulted should be groups representing the elderly, health professionals in the disciplines of Physiotherapy and Occupational Health and member of the Institute Social Work.
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