Engineering 45 report format/outline

TA Nils Hakansson

First: read pages 11-28 of the lab manual for detailed information on the lab report sections and formatting.  Below is a description intended to compliment the lab manual information.  The information is written in the order I would write the report; you may have your own preference.  Note that even though the Abstract is written last, it comes first in the report.

Be concise, the written part of the reports (excluding tables and figures etc.) should be between 4 to 8 pages double-spaced.

1. Objective statement: a statement of the purpose/goal/objective of the laboratory experiment – what you are going to examine.  It tells the reader what you set out to accomplish.

Example (from a journal article Gregor, SM, et al., in press. Clinical Biomechanics)

Objective: The purpose of this study was to compare lower extremity generalized muscle moments across two workloads during recumbent bicycling in younger and older healthy adults.
Write your objective statement first.  It is the foundation for the rest of the report.

2. The Introduction section includes background information relevant to the experiment.  It gives the reader information on what is already known about the topic.  The background information in the introduction should lead into the Objective statement – which comes at the end of the Introduction.

3. The Procedure (Methods) section, like all other sections in the report, is written in paragraph form and not as a list.  There should be enough detail to enable another ‘trained’ individual (another Eng 45 student for example) to repeat the experiment.  Do not provide too much detail (e.g. “names were entered in cell A4”) – or too little (e.g. “mechanical properties were found for ionic compounds using a computer”).  Use the past tense and passive voice in the Procedures section when reporting what was done – e.g. “the sample was added to the test-tube”, and not “I added the sample to the test-tube”, nor “Add the sample to the test-tube”.  

4. The Results section is where you write what you found/discovered from the experiment.  You do not need to write about every bit of data or information that you found; focus on the results that tie into and relate to your Objective statement.  Use figures and tables to present your data and help explain your findings that are relevant to your Objective.  Figures and tables compliment what you write and do not comprise the Results section.  If you get stuck on what to write, think about what you might tell a friend on the phone if she/he asked about your results.

5. The Discussion section is where you explain the meaning and significance of the results presented in the Results section in terms of your Objective.  You have gathered and presented the data to meet your Objective – now you need to organize the data and present it in a logical/clear way to lead the reader to your conclusions.  You might think of yourself as a lawyer arguing a case.  You also need to account for and explain the weaknesses in your study, for example errors between your values and known values, possible sources of error, simplifying assumptions you made, etc.  There is a lot of information you could talk about, so limit yourself by focusing on that information that is relevant to your Objective.

6. The Conclusion section is where you state what you found, namely the answer to what you hoped to accomplish by doing the experiment – i.e. the ‘answer’ to your Objective.  You can also summarize the experiment in the conclusion and suggest further studies to perform to get a better understanding of the topic.   

7. The Abstract is written last but comes first in the report.  I like to state the Objective statement first, followed by a sentence (or two if needed) representing each of the report sections, i.e. a sentence of background, one for methods, perhaps two for key results and an explanation of these results, and your conclusion.  The Abstract is a mini version of your entire report.

· Use your own words - do not copy text from the lab manual or other resources.  

· Check your spelling and grammar, i.e. proofread your reports.
· Please add page numbers to your report.
Note the frequency by which I mention the Objective statement.  It is very important for the reader and it will facilitate the writing process for you.   

Final note: I differ from the lab manual in that I don’t think that personal pronouns are appropriate in scientific writing unless you make a personal comment.  So, please avoid using personal pronouns – I, we, our, etc. even though you see them in the lab manual.
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