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TIPS ON TEACHING REPORT WRITING 

R.R. HUDGINS 
University of Waterloo 
Waterloo, Ontario, Canada 

MANY PEOPLE IGNORE their bodies until they 
start to pain. Similarly, many engineers ignore 

report writing skills until their bosses complain. 
Normally, such feedback produces a strong re­

sponse. Indeed, among recent alumni, I have come 
across many born-again report writers. Most of them 
favour greater emphasis on report writing in the un­
dergraduate curriculum. Listening to them, I marvel 
that they look so much like the people who only a 
short time ago condemned the very thing they now 
praise. St. Paul would certainly understand. 

And so we address that perennial problem: how to 
make instruction in report writing efficient and palat­
able for both students and instructors. In this article, 
I would like to offer a few tips that I have found help­
ful. Among them will not be found the suggestion to 
simply write more reports. Instead, the focus will be 
on a more considered approach to writing and evaluat­
ing the reports already assigned. 

STYLE MANUALS 

Whenever I open a style manual, I feel smothered 
by detail. As for those earnest, homemade style 
guides that professors sometimes grind out . . . no 
comment; by reflex, students cheerfully ignore the lot. 
As an alternative, I have opted for brevity. Table 1 is 
a one-page cribsheet on which I have organized the 
key points of style in an attention-getting but boiled 
down form [1]. Evidence suggests it does get read. 
Those who want more detail are referred to a recent 
research journal. This confers the added benefit of 
introducing the student to some current literature. 

Whenever I open a style manual, 
I feel smothered by detail. As for those 
earnest, homemade style guides that professors 
sometimes grind out ... no comment; by reflex, 
students cheerfully ignore the lot. As an 
alternative, I have opted for brevity. 
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MEASURING STYLE: THE FOG INDEX 

One trick that amuses as it teaches is the "Fog 
Index," a term coined by Robert Gunning [2]. The 
Fog Index for a particular sample of prose is given by 
the relation 

F = 0.4 (WIS + IO0P/W) 

where F = Fog Index, a number representing ap­
proximately the years of schooling needed 
for a reader to readily understand the 
written passage 

W = number of words in a passage composed of 
several consecutive sentences. W must be 
at least 100 words. 

S = number of sentences in the sample. 
P = number of polysyllabic words (three syl­

lables or more) in the word sample. Capi- . 
talized words, simple fusions such as 
"manpower," and verbs containing three 
syllables by virtue of a suffix "es" or "ed," 
must be omitted from P. 

To survive in the marketplace, popular magazines 
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have evolved Fog Indices between 8 and 12. Further­
more, according to Gunning, passages in which F > 
17 cannot be fathomed by a general reader. 

Clearly, the Fog Index can nudge a writer into 
using short sentences and small words. However, it 
does not encourage the higher elements of style such 
as clarity, imagery, or diction. Even so, chopping the 
ratios W/S and P/W may represent an improvement 
for many. 

Someone calculating an F for the first time may be 
shocked to find it well above the 8 to 12 range. A little 
experience will show it is easier to keep F small in 
descriptive passages (e.g., experimental details) than 
in more convoluted discussions. On the other hand, 
students often observe that an unavoidable repetition 

of technical terms quickly inflates the P/W ratio. In 
fairness to them, Gunning's suggested range (8 < F 
< 12) may be a few points too low for technical writ­
ing. (Incidentally, F is about 10 for this article.) 

GRADING THE REPORT 

Marking reports is a highly individualistic task. 
Even so, a legitimate concern of the student author is 
how consistently the reports have been graded. For 
example, did the marker use a set of objective stand­
ards for judging each report? In an effort to achieve 
consistency in grading, I have worked up a checklist 
of the type shown in Table 2. Its use assures that the 
same minimum number of questions is asked of each 
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report and that none is overlooked. It also serves as 
a quick, written record of the report's strong and 
weak points. 

Once a checklist has been completed for a given 
report, how is a grade to be assigned? My preference 
is to give separate grades for form and for content. 
This assures that both of these vital aspects of good 

TABLE 2 
Checklist for Report Writing 

AUTHOR ..... ....... ...................... ..... ......... ............. ..... ........ . 

EXPERIMENT ........... ....... ............................................... . 

GENERAL APPEARANCE 

ABSTRACT: 
(Y N) Describes essential results, conclusions, recomenda­

tions? 
(Y N) Informative rather than descriptive? 

INTRODUCTION: I suggest developing this section from the 
general to the particular. 

(Y N) Objective stated rather than just implied? Objectives 
are guides to content. 

THEORY: 
(Y N) Essential assumptions of model presented? 
(Y N) Relevant equations identified? (No need to develop.) 
(Y N) References cited? 

METHOD I RESULTS: 
(Y N) Complete criterion given for determining the onset of 

steady state? 

DISCUSSION: 
(Y N n/a) Justification needed that data were taken at steady 

state? 
(Y N) Adequate discussion of relative importance of errors? 
(Y N n/a) Mass/Energy balances presented? 
(N Y) Needs reorganizing into smaller segments using sub­

heading? 
(N Y) Tortured English / logic? 

Comment on style (optional) 

CONCLUSION / RECOMMENDATIONS: (As the word implies, 
imperatives should be avoided.) 

(Y N) Are they appropriate, i.e., do they complement the ob-
jectives? 

(N Y) Is new material introduced? (Should only summarize.) 

REFERENCES: 
(Y N) Reference cited at least once in the text? 
(Y N) Referencing given in proper form? 

APPENDICES: Appendix should be used to hold ... 
(Y N) Spot-checked sample calculation OK? 

TABLES & FIGURES (Schematic rather than pictorial draw­
ings of apparatus are preferred.) 
Tables . . . that duplicate data in Figures should be 
placed in Appendix. 

(Y N) Appearance OK? 
(Y N) Informative independently of the text? 
(N Y) Information obscured in binding? 
(Y N n/a) Theoretical lines properly referenced? 

INACCURACIES of statement or analysis? 
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report writing are evaluated. The over-all grade is 
simply the mean. 

INTERVIEWS 

Finally, if the teaching of report writing is to be 
taken seriously, one-on-one discussions between the 
student and the instructor should be encouraged. 
Marking a report in the style of a final examination 
paper produces a grade, but no feedback, so an inter­
view with the student is useful for reviewing the re­
port's content and structure. The checklist can serve 
as a helpful focus for this purpose. In my experience, 
most students welcome such meetings in proportion 
to their need to improve. 
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FUNDAMENTALS OF MOMENTUM, HEAT, 
AND MASS TRANSFER 
by Welty, Wicks and Wilson 
Wiley & Sons, Somerset, NJ 08873 (1984) $36.95 

Reviewed by 
Hugo S. Caram 
Lehigh University 

This is the third edition of a popular undergraduate 
textbook and comes some twenty-three years after 
the publication of the book that started it all; Bird, 
Stewart and Lighfoot's Transport Phenomena. A new 
edition of that book is expected to reflect what we have 
learned since then about transport phenomena and the 
teaching of it. 

As done in BSL, the three transfers are treated in 
series with the option of covering them in parallel for 
the integrated approach where similarities between 
the processes are emphasized. This seems to be the 
current trend with the exception of the unique book 
of R. Fahien where the three processes are initially 
treated simultaneously. Where is the book different 
from the original BSL? 

First, this is a finite undergraduate textbook and 
this means that one can essentially cover all of the 
book in two semesters without leaving out a para­
graph. This is in opposition to "open" survey books 
where all the material in the book cannot possibly be 
covered in any reasonable amount of time. Our stand-
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