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Writing Technical Reports

 In Engineering, one of the major forms of communication is 

the technical report. 

 This is the conventional format for reporting the results of 

your research, investigations, and design projects. 



 In Engineering, one of the major forms of 
communication is the technical report. 

 This is the conventional format for reporting the
results of your research, investigations, and
design projects. 

 At university, reports are read by lecturers and
tutors in order to assess your mastery of the
subjects and your ability to apply your knowledge
to a practical task. 

 In the workplace, they will be read by managers, 
clients, and the construction engineers
responsible for building from your designs. 

Writing Technical Reports



Writing Technical Reports

 The ability to produce a clear, concise, 

and professionally presented report is 

therefore a skill you will need to

develop in order to succeed both at 

university and in your future career.

 The real challenge is to express complex

ideas simply.  

 If the report is not simple, it becomes a 

challenge to read and understand the

report.



Writing Technical Reports

 While reports vary in the type

of information they present

(for example, original

research, the results of an 

investigative study, or the

solution to a design problem), 

all share similar features and

are based on a similar

structure.



Writing Technical Reports

RECOMMENDED 

DOCUMENTARY



Write down your specific

aim

 Ask yourself ‘why am I writing’ and

‘what am I trying to achieve?’ 

 If you don’t know, the chances of 

writing good technical specifications

are remote. 

 If you define your aim, you can then

evaluate all information, arguments

and recommendations against that

aim. 



1. Document Structure 

 The task of achieving good structure from 

the start is important.

 The key to achieving both good structure

from the start and decomposing the 

initially large problem into bite-sized 

chunks lies in the contents list. 



1.1 The contents list 

 Content  List is a summary of the chapter and section 
headings, together with a page index, and is normally 
written when the document is already complete. 

 Why not get the structure right at the start? 

 The level of detail should go down to subsubsections, 
where the final level contains one key idea and takes up, 
at most, two to three paragraphs of text. 

 1…

 1.1.

 1.1.1.

 1.1.1.1.1.

 1.1.1.1.1.1.



1.1 The contents list 

 Some hard work at the beginning will 

save a lot of time and is pro-active in 

ensuring good structure. 

 A badly structured document inherits its 

own inertia and will be very difficult and 

laborious to correct at a later stage. 



1.2 Logical structure 

 Natural unfolding of a story as the reader 

progresses through the document. 

 This is achieved by going from the 

general to the specific, with the 

background material preceding the 

technical expose, which should lead 

logically to the conclusions. 



A Joke Structure

Context
Detail Punchline

• Consider a good joke. It has the structure as shown in Figure



Report Structure

• Introduction

•Background&Context

•Technical Detail

•Results

•Discussion & Conclusion



1.3 Bite-sized chunks 

 From the hierarchical structure in the 

contents list, it should now be possible to 

write each of the subsubsections as an

independent entity.

 Early establishment of the contents list 

also allows section numbers to be 

assigned to the different document 

sections, making cross-referencing 

relatively simple. 



1.4 Chapter order 

 It is often beneficial to write the technical 

chapters first, leaving the introduction, 

discussion and conclusions until the end. 

 This is especially important when some 

results are still not available and the time 

has come to begin writing your document. 

 Even in cases where all results are available, 

leaving the introduction until the end allows 

a better perspective to be had on the 

document as a whole. 



1.5 Appendix material 

 A appendices should contain relatively 

standard derivations and perhaps lists of 

parameter values, which would interfere 

with the continuity of the main body of 

the document. 

 Photocopies of data sheets, or other 

easily-accessible material. 



1.5 Appendix material 

 Any material which is crucial to the 

continuity or flow of the `story' should

be contaned in the main technical 

sections. 

 Appendix section should not contain: All 

the figures corresponding to the 

document. Ideally these should appear 

alongside the appropriate text, or else 

after the references in a separate 

section. 



1.5 Appendix material 

 Appendices should reference 

materials which are not the 

authors original work . 

 All appendices should be 

numbered consecutively, for 

example Appendix A1, 

Appendix A2, etc., in order to 

allow cross-referencing from 

the text. 



1.6 Typical report sections 

Depending on the nature of your document, it 
may (optionally) have the following sections: 

 Title page with name, affiliation, date, etc. 

 Dedication to a friend, family member, or 
loved one 

 Declaration that the material in the report 
is the author's own work 

 Acknowledgement to those who have helped 
or influenced your work 

 Contents list which lists items from here on 
with appropriate page references, 



1.6 Typical report sections 

 Abstract which summarizes the report 
contents

 Introduction which introduces the work, 
provides the motivation and context and 
outlines other related work 

 Main technical chapters which document the 
core technical work 

 Conclusions which may also identify 
appropriate future work, 

 References

 Appendices



2. Writing Style

 The most individual aspect of a report

 Good writing style helps readability, 

professionalism, objectiveness and 

impact of the report. 



2.1 Who is the rapporteur? 

 All reports should be written in the third 

person i.e., as an objective observer! 

 Avoid using terms such as ``I did this 

experiment and ..". 

 Instead substitute terms, such as ``The 

experiment was performed ...''. 



2.2 Who is the reader? 

 Decide, in advance of writing, who the likely 

reader of the document is. 

 The document must be pitched at an 

appropriate level with sufficient background 

to allow understanding by the target 

audience. 

 Failure in selecting the level will result in 

failure to communicate your ideas effectively, 

since the reader will either be swamped with 

complexity, or bored with blandness! 



2.2 Who is the reader? 

 Examples of target audiences are shown in Table

Report type Target audience

Final year proj. report
Engineers not specifically au fait with your 
project area

MEng/PhD thesis
Researchers familiar with the subject 
area, but not necessarily with your 
approach

Research paper
Researchers familiar with the approach, 
but not your specific results



2.3 Spelling & Grammar

 Poor spelling and grammar may seem 

unimportant.

 Poor spelling and grammar in an 

engineering text makes the document 

seem sloppy and may convey an 

impression that the engineering content 

is as loose as the general appearance! 



2.3.1 Spelling 

 Don’t forget that there are spelling 

checkers in all y word processors.

 If the report language is not your first 

language, get a natural speaker to check 

your document 



2.3.2 Grammar 

 Many word processors have grammar 

checkers as well as spell checkers.

 Keep your sentences short and don't be 

afraid to ask somebody how to use 

punctuation correctly.



2.4 Justification and 

rationale 

 Engineers and scientists are constant 

sceptics and need to be constantly re-

assured that your work is pragmatic. 

 For each idea presented, you should 

establish some rationale or motivation 

for its undertaking and any assumptions 

made must be justified. 

 Evaluation of your results should be made

at the end .



2.5 Observing the outside 

world 

 Plagiarism is an unacceptable breach of 

copyright, where an author presents 

methods, text or results as his/her own, 

without reference to the original source. 

 Ignorance of the original source or a 

forgetful omission is no excuse and the 

consequences for plagiarism are serious 

where it appears in examinable 

documents. 



2.5 Observing the outside 

world 

 However, in addition to referencing work which is 
included in your report, it is also necessary to be aware 
of other work which has been carried out which relates 
to your research. 

 This becomes very important in MEng/PhD theses and 
research papers, which sit on the world stage and require 
that the author be aware of all related works. 

 Make a detailed literature search before you write the
report.

 Make sure that your referencing method is one of the 
popular ones.



References

 As a basic requirement, you should 

provide enough information to allow the 

reader to access the source of your 

material.



2.6 Writing conclusions 

 Conclusions must conclude! 

 They must give some overall insight into 

the value of your work in general and 

inform the reader of what the major 

impact is, together with any caveats 

which the reader should be aware of. 



2.6 Writing conclusions 

 A popular `cop-out' is to fill the 
conclusions section with a summary of 
what's in the technical chapters. This 
concludes nothing! The summary (if 
present) should be at the start of the 
document as an abstract. 

 It may be helpful to flag items on a list, 
which are appropriate for the conclusions 
section, while writing the technical 
chapters. The key to your conclusions is 
then provided by the list.



3. Visual Design 

 A technical report can contain text, 

figures, tables and equations. 

 You should build a visual balance to the 

document, for example by breaking up 

long sections of text with equations, 

tables or figures. 

 In most cases, however, the appropriate 

choice of medium is dictated by the type 

of information to be communicated. 



3.1 Figures 

 ``A picture tells a thousand words''? 

 Use figures liberally to communicate specific 
results (graphs) and show an overview of the 
system being described through block 
diagrams, etc. 

 Where possible, put multiple plots on the 
same axes, so that comparative conclusions 
can be drawn. 

 Ensure that each figure has a number and a 
title, so that it can be referenced from the 
text. 



3.2 Tables 

 Tables are excellent means of giving an 

overview of numerical results or 

providing information in a form which 

lends itself to comparison. 

 Ensure that each table has a number and 

a title, so that it can be referenced from 

the text. 



3.3 Equations 

 Some authors prefer to describe the 

required relationships in textual form. 

 Use equations in a technical report where 

possible! 

 Number all equations consecutively to 

allow reference from the text. 

 Be sure that thje notation you use is 

defined and beware of using the same 

symbols for certain variables! 



3.4 Text 

 Text is the `filler' and provides the bridge 

between the equations, figures, tables 

and references. 



Simple language

 You should put across your message in 

clear English and avoid complex words, 

acronyms, jargon and passive verbs. 

 You should also keep your average

sentence length low.



4. Choosing a Word 

Processor 

 You’d better use a word processor.

 There is a great variety of word processor 

softwares available. 



5. Quality Control 

 Having completed the document, you may consider 

that your work is complete. 

 It is your responsibility to spare a certain amount of 

time to ensure that your document is professional and 

is free from grammatical and spelling mistakes. 



5. Quality Control 

 Don’t think that it is your supervisors duty to do the 

quality control. 

 While your supervisor may suggest modifications to 

structure or provide suggestions on some technical 

points, it is not their job to correct spelling, grammar, 

etc. 



5.1 The schizophrenic 

author? 

 In proof-reading the document yourself, 
you should attempt to look at the 
document in a fresh light as a reader 
completely new to the material. 

 The capacity to adopt this `schizophrenic' 
stance will greatly aid your ability to 
improve the document. 

 Don't be tempted to only speed-read the 
text, and feel happy with the knowledge 
that you know what's in there! 



5.2 Some friendly help 

 If you are fortunate to have a colleague or 
friend from the target reader group who is 
willing to give you a little time, the view of 
an objective and completely fresh reader can 
be of great benefit. 

 This person may also be able to pick up 
spelling or grammatical errors which you 
yourself are unaware of. 

 The use of a friend or colleague at this stage 
is vital in cases where the document is not 
written in the author's first language.



5.3 Your supervisor 

 The document must be relatively error 

free before submitting to the supervisor.. 

 Lack of clarity in the the document will 

require refinement of technical content! 

 If the document is a clear read, then

your supervisor can provide some help 

regarding the technical accuracy of your 

report. 



6. Conclusions 

 It is as important to report well on the 

work as to perform good technical work. 

 Consider the case of a BEng project 

report. Grading of your work will include

quality of your written report.



6. Conclusions 

 Learn by example! 

 Make sure you have a critical look at a 

similar type of document before you take 

your first steps. 

 Is this report, in your opinion, clear and 

well written? Try not to make the same 

mistakes as that author made! 



6. Conclusions 

 Finally, the professional nature of your 

reports will stand to you. 

 Remember that your report will be read

by a considerable number of people 

(including potential employers!) over a 

considerable period into the future. 
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