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Executive Summary 
 
The purpose of this document is to assist engineering students in the report writing process.  The 
document itself is formatted following these guidelines and can be used as a model of an 
engineering report.  We also will discuss how one uses figures, tables and equations in an 
engineering report.  Some features of Word that are useful to engineering students but not 
commonly encountered are explained in an appendix. 
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I.  Introduction 
 
Engineers write reports.  This is a common activity.  It is also an important activity.  Very often, 
the most meaningful decisions concerning an engineer’s work are made by people who are 
largely depending on the reports written by the engineer.  Throughout the studio and project 
courses in our Engineering program at the Polytechnic campus, you will regularly write reports.  
Becoming proficient in technical writing is an important skill that you need to develop. 
 
Now, some students have doubts about their ability to do this.  Trust us.  You can do this.  People 
with severe dyslexia learn to write reports.  People who are blind learn to write reports.  If you 
can communicate in either spoken English or American Sign Language, you can write an 
engineering report. 
 
II.  What is an Engineering Report? 
 
An engineering report is a document written to report on an engineering project.  Usually, it is 
addressed to a specific person or agency.  This may be the boss, the client or a regulatory agency.  
The engineer author knows who is the audience for the report and the engineer author usually has 
received clear instructions as to what specific details should be in the report.  Reports are also 
written at different stages in the process.  Usually, the project starts out with a report called a 
proposal.  A proposal is a report that proposes that the project be done.  Then, at various stages 
during the project, reports documenting the progress are written.  At the end of the project, 
various final reports are written.  To be an engineer you must be able to contribute to report 
writing activities. 
 
However, you do not need to be a poet.  Engineering reports are judged on clarity and technical 
accuracy.  They are not intended to be humorous or entertaining.  They are a direct outcome of 
the documentation compiled during the project. 
 
III.  The Writing Process 
 
The report writing process is illustrated in Figure 1. 
 
For many people, the most difficult step in writing a report is getting started.  They suffer from 
“writer’s block”.  They stare at an empty page (or computer display) and wonder what to do first.  
They report that they find it difficult to write.  This can be minimized and often nearly completely 
avoided by using the process that we describe below.  We will call this process the “Read-
Review-Outline-Draft-Format-Edit” or “RRODFE” process.  Even if you write fluidly, following 
this process generally improves the result. 
 
The RRODFE process works because the engineering team has been working on the project for 
some time.  They have been documenting their progress as they go.  So, there is a rich pile of 
material for the team to include in the report.   Furthermore, usually somebody has called for the 
report.  In the process of calling for the report, they usually made it clear that there were certain 
specific questions and issues that the report should address.  In what follows, we will use the 
phrase “Call for Report” or CFR as a reference to this type of specific instruction. 
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Figure 1. The Read-Review-Outline-Draft-Format-Edit or RRODFE report writing 
process. 

 
III.A  READ the CFR 
 
The first step in the RRODFE process therefore is to carefully READ the CFR.  Make a checklist 
of the specific items that CFR says must be included in the report.  For example, it is common to 
request photographs.   If the CFR asks for photographs, include photographs.  Be sure the check 
list includes all the requested items. 
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III.B  Review your Documentation 
 
The second step in the RRODFE process is to REVIEW the team’s material, guided by this 
checklist.  Pull the material pertinent to each item on the checklist out of your project records, 
notes and documentation.  Then, quickly and briefly summarize what you have pertinent to this 
item.  Don’t worry too much at this stage about punctuation, grammar, spelling or format.  You 
are just trying to produce a subset of your records that is directly pertinent to the report. 
 
Now, it is conceivable that as you do the REVIEW step, you will realize that you don’t have 
some of the material needed for some item on the checklist.  If so, your only options are to either 
get the material (do some more work fast) or to write a report that is missing the material. 
 
What about all the beautiful work you did that seems to be irrelevant to the report?  Leave it out 
of the report.  Usually, engineers end the writing process by trying to shrink the report back into 
the length limits set by the CFR.  Lovely but extraneous material will get thrown out at that stage. 
 
III.C  Outline the Main Body 
 
The third step in the RRODFE process is to OUTLINE the main body of your report.  While 
reports commonly feature introductions and summaries and appendices, the guts of the report are 
in the main body.  The purpose of the outline is to establish a logical structure to the main body.  
The items on the checklist now become items on the outline.  The material drawn from your 
project documentation that is pertinent to that item is associated with the item on the outline, and 
any logical ordering of this material is indicated by the order on the outline.  
 
III.D  Draft the Main Body 
 
The fourth step in the RRODFE process is to DRAFT the main body of the report.  A general rule 
of thumb is that you will first tell the reader what you are going to say.  Then you will say it.  
Then you will tell them what you said.  
 
For details, just follow your outline.  Start with the first item on the outline.  Then, you go back to 
the material pertinent to this item that you identified in the REVIEW step of the RRODFE 
process.   Write out an explanation of how this material addresses the checklist item.  Don’t 
worry about punctuation, grammar, spelling and wording at this stage.  You are producing a 
rough draft of the main body of the report.  You are not going to hand in this draft. 
 
Now, if you suffer from writer’s block, just try to keep the pen moving or the fingers flying 
across the keyboard until you have completely explained any particular piece of material.  Do this 
for several minutes without stopping to worry about punctuation, grammar and spelling.  Then 
stop and read what you wrote.  Don’t get hung up on grammar, spelling and format during this 
reading!  Just ask if what you wrote makes sense and is it what you really want to say.  Then 
rewrite it if it doesn’t pass these checks, again just letting the pen or fingers fly.  You do not 
worry about punctuation, grammar and spelling and other “editing” functions until you have 
written a substantial portion of text (several hundred words or more) that sensibly says what you 
mean.  To put it more succinctly, write first, edit second!   
 
Another trick that can help with writers block is to dictate your text first.  Try speaking it instead 
of writing it.  There is software available that lets you produce documents on the computer by 
simply speaking into a microphone. 
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Now, once you have completed your rough draft of the entire outline, read it.  Does it make 
sense?  Did you really answer the questions raised on the Call for Report?  Fix these types of 
problems now.  We don’t worry about punctuation, grammar and spelling until we have 
something that logically and sensibly addresses the CFR.  This is where skill in critical thinking 
enters the writing process.  If something does not make sense, you need to figure out why it does 
not make sense.  Until you have identified the problem, you can’t fix it.  
 
Try reading critical sections out loud.  When you do that, do they sound funny?  If they sound 
funny, you probably can find a better wording.   
 
Now, you finally do the types of things that your early English teachers probably worried most 
about:  punctuation, grammar and spelling.  So, run the Spelling and Grammar checker of your 
word processor now.  Fix the problems it identifies.   
 
You now have a first draft of the main body of your report.  Don’t hand it in! 
 
III.E  Format the Overall Report 
 
The fifth step in the RRODFE process is to FORMAT the report.  This will involve producing 
some new material that either appears before the main body in the final report or after the main 
body in the final report.  This type of FORMAT information is described in detail in the next 
major section. 
 
III.F  Edit the Report 
 
The last step in the RRODFE process is to EDIT the report.  Of course, a good starting point is to 
run the spell and grammar checker.  Editing though includes more than the checking of wording, 
punctuation, grammar and spelling.  A useful next step is to check the overall document length.  
The Call for Report usually specifies a maximum length.  Take this seriously.  The people who 
issued the CFR are going to read many reports.  For example, a governmental agency that seeks 
to fund a research study may receive 20 proposals for a single project.  What do they do if the 
report is too long?  They simply don’t read it.  You should assume that writing a report that is too 
long is about as useful as not writing a report at all.   
 
So, what do you do if the report is too long?  You try to compress the same information into a 
smaller amount of space.  There are several tricks that can be used.  Double check what the CFR 
said about font types and font sizes.   Sometimes you can solve this problem by changing the font.  
We illustrate that in Table 1.  As you can see, switching either the font or lowering the font size 
can save space.  However, the CFR may limit these choices, and even if it doesn’t, you probably 
don’t want to shrink the font much past Times New Roman 11 point or your report becomes 
physically difficult to read.  The document you are reading is written using Times New Roman 11 
point font.  
 
Word has a Table pull down menu on the toolbar that is quite useful.  Generally, a table or figure 
should appear immediately after they are first referenced in the text.  However, remember that 
you want to have the entire table and its heading all appear on a single page if possible.  
Sometimes, we move things to accomplish this.  Make the minimum move necessary however 
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and move the table or figure back towards the end of the text.  That way the reader always first 
sees an explanation of the table or figure and then sees the figure itself. 
 
 

Table 1 
Fonts and Font size illustrated. 

 
Font Type Illustration 
Arial I use 12 point font size. 
Arial I use 11 point font size. 
Times New Roman I use 12 point font size. 
Times New Roman I use 11 point font size. 

 
 
  
Another trick used by students but almost never by engineering professionals is to play games 
with the margins.  Again, check the CFR as they may forbid such games.  Even if the CFR does 
not set any limits on margins, the reader set a page limit in the CFR because they have limited 
time to read many things.   They often view obvious margin fudging as a sign of your laziness.  
Because of this, even if allowed, margin fudging usually produces marginal gains. 
 
In summary, if the report is too long, you usually find yourself rewording things to shrink the 
report. 
 
Now, the above two paragraphs illustrate an important practical point about “compression”.  I can 
gain a line in the single-sentence paragraph immediately above this paragraph by eliminating just 
one word.  However, it would take the elimination of about a dozen words to gain a line in the 
paragraph just immediately after Table 1.  So, start a compression effort by looking for 
paragraphs where the last line is only a few words long.  Compress these paragraphs first. 
 
Now, we are to the very last step in the entire process.  Read it one last time.  Did you say what 
you mean?  Remember that the reader is going to assume that you meant what you said.  
 
V.G  Multiple Drafts are Common 
 
It is rare that the engineer author actually likes their first draft.  They often decide after doing the 
above check on whether they said what they meant that they didn’t really say exactly what they 
meant.  Or, as they do the reading, they decide that they can do a substantially better job in one or 
two places.  So, we need to extend figure 1.  In figure 2, we add in some feedback loops to 
illustrate how the engineer author goes back and generates a second or third or even more drafts. 
 
V.H  Team-Writing Issues 
 
Multiple drafting is especially common in writing being done by a team.  There is a lot of 
feedback to the effect that “I wouldn’t word it that way”, and sometimes, this feedback is sound.   
 
Another issue is the tendency to have different members of the team draft different sections of the 
report.   One often finds highly repetitious writing as two or more team members end up saying 
much the same thing, or gaps where everybody assumes that somebody else was going to say 
that.  Once these are polished over, there still is the question of style.  Unless one person does a 
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Figure 2. An extension of Figure 1 showing feedback loops for multiple drafts 
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final overview, there are usually jarring differences in style between two different sections written 
by two different people.  The document reads as if it “were written by a committee”.   
 
IV.  The Format of a Technical Report 
 
Engineering reports generally can be viewed as having a front part, a middle part and a back part.  
Some reports do not need all the sections and sub-sections shown above, especially in the 
“Middle Section of the Report”.  Use your own discretion or seek advice if you are uncertain 
about what to include.  Information on the desirability of these sections is often found in the Call 
for Report.  When using your own discretion, remember that the goal of an engineering report is 
simple communication.   This means that you should include only those things that are necessary 
to your message. 
 
IV.A  Front Part of Report 
 
The front part of the report is intended to help a reader quickly determine the subject or nature of 
the report.  It also includes some organizational material that can assist a reader in quickly 
locating specific parts of the report.  Common contents to the front part of the report are: 
 

• Title (or Cover) Page 
• Executive Summary (or Abstract) 
• Table of Contents (with page numbers) 
• List of Figures (w/ page numbers) 
• List of Tables (w/ page numbers) 
• List of Appendices 

 
The title page must include the following items: 

• the title  
• the authorship 
• the date.   
• the particular person or agency to which it was submitted 
• the specific purpose of the document(e.g. as part of an assignment for a course 

 
The executive summary is intended to very briefly explain the central message of the document.  
The target audience for the Executive summary therefore is a very busy person who may very 
well read nothing other than the Executive summary. The Executive summary needs to be 
carefully written.  It must be both complete and succinct , with a great economy of words, and 
ideally should not exceed one page.   Assume that its readership is the most important readership 
in the entire document.  Take your time and do it right.  To do it right though, you need to know 
exactly what is the message of your document.  Write the executive summary last!   
 
There is a commonly used convention on page  numbering in which the pages of the front part of 
the report are identified by roman numerals (i, ii, iii, iv,…)   Do not place a number on the cover 
page.   
 
For each figure and table listed, show both the label (e.g. Figure 3 or Table B) and caption or 
heading in the lists of figures and tables. 
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IV.B  Middle Part of Report 
 
This is the main body of the report.  This is the portion that you outlined and drafted in the 
RRODFE process.  It should start at the top of a fresh page, which will be numbered with the 
Arabic numeral “1”.  Arabic numerals, the number system we are all familiar with, will then be 
used through the remaining portions of the report. 
 
IV.B.1  Introduction 
 
The main body of the report should always start with an introduction.  This is not an introduction 
to the report, which would largely duplicate the executive summary and other “front part” 
material.  This introduction to the main body should not say “In section 1, we say this.  In section 
2, we say that.”  Rather it is an introduction to the subject of the report.  Why is this subject 
important?  Subjects commonly included in the introduction include 

• Background and Problem Description 
• Problem Statement 
• Objective 
• Constraints (e.g., performance, materials, budget, tools) 

 
Now, all of the following section types are often encountered in the middle part of a report for 
describing an engineering project. 
 
IV.B.2  Research 
 
In a “Research” section you should be describing a systematic research effort aimed at 
establishing what was known about the problems or issues of the report before you started your 
work.  This section is often called “Literature Survey”.  It is useful to subdivide the effort into 
categories of information source such as 

• Library 
• Internet 
• Interviews 

 
IV.B.3  Project Organization 
 
This section is focused on how the resources were organized inside the project.  It might include 
discussions of the following areas 

• Planning and Scheduling 
• Facilities 
• personnel 

 
IV.B,4  Methodology 
 
Methodology is the process used to conduct the work described in the report.  You need to 
convince the reader that you were organized and thoughtful in your work.  If there are established 
protocols for conducting this sort of work, it should be made clear that the work was conducted 
following those protocols.  Possible topics for this section are 

• Design Criteria 
• Design Process 
• Brainstorming 
• Feasibility analysis of different designs (if applicable) 
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• Modeling (physical, math, computer, analog) 
 
IV.B.5  Construction of Artifacts 
 
Any discussion of the construction of an artifact should be measured by asking the following 
question.  Could the reader build an identical artifact using only the information provided in the 
report?  Possible topics for this area are 

• Manufacturing 
• Description of novel features of the prototype(s) 
• Economic Analysis 

 
IV.B.6  Experimentation or Testing 
 
Experienced engineers and scientists appreciate the humor in the following  adage.  “Experiments 
are always correct.  It is just a question of what they actually measured”.  A discussion of testing 
and experimentation needs to clearly establish what exactly was learned by these tests and 
experiments.  There are two common issues faced in such a section.  First, there are statistical 
issues.   The individual numbers are meaningful, but the thing we are measuring has variations 
and randomness associated with it.  Did we collect enough data to understand this variability?  
Here we assume that the data is valid but we may not have enough of it. The second issue is 
instrumental.  Do the individual numbers produced by the measuring apparatus accurately 
represent what is measured?   Here the issue is the validity of the data itself. 
 
Topics that may appear in a section on Experimentation or Testing include 

• Experimental protocols 
• Statistical Design of Experiments 
• Test environment (apparatus, course, etc.) 
• Results 
• Troubleshooting 
 

IV.B.7  Performance Evaluation 
 
This section usually appears in reports that are describing the results of an engineering design 
effort.  We are trying to establish whether or not the designed product perfoms in a satisfactory 
manner.  Topics found here usually include 

• Raw results 
• Evaluation of different designs (artifacts) (if applicable) 
• Selected design (if applicable) 
 

IV.B.8  Detailed Design and Design implementation 
 

This section usually appears in reports that are describing the results of an engineering design 
effort.  The focus here though is not on the design process, which would have been covered in the 
earlier Methodology section.  Instead, we are describing the results of that process.   Topics and 
material included in this section usually include 

• Working drawings or schematics 
• Operating procedures 
• Safety issues 
• Upper and lower bounds on the range of operation (e.g. works between 0 and 100 

degrees Celsius.) 
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IV.B.9  Reflection 
 
This section is often of much more interest to the engineer author than it is to the reader.  The 
focus here is on lessons learned during the effort.  Would we do it the same way if we had to do it 
again?  Topics might include 

• Design criteria met 
• Unanticipated problems 
• Recommendations for improvement in design, including experimental design 

 
Successful engineers always do a reflection, even if they do not include it in the document. 
 
 
IV.B.10 Summary 
 
This is the reason why you wrote the report.  It is the single most important part of the main body.  
Yet, often people write it in a hurry as time is running out.  Topics here generally include 

• Conclusions 
• Recommendations for further study 

 
You need to do more though than just list the conclusions and recommendations.  Think of this as 
a lawyer who is ending the trial by giving a final summation to the jury.  All of the evidence has 
been presented.  The testimony is over.  Does the lawyer just say “find my client innocent” and sit 
down?  No.  The lawyer reviews for the jury why the evidence and testimony should lead to this 
conclusion.  So, why you do not want to repeat the entire report, try to succintly remind the reader 
of why the reader should reach the conclusions you propose. 
 
IV.C  Final Part of Report  
 
The final part of the report is sometimes referred to as “annex material”.  It contains no new 
messages to the audience.  All such messages were in the main body.  However, it does contain 
information that may be of use to the reader.  The final part of the report may be nothing more 
than a short bibliography, or it may be a set of extensive appendices that are much longer than the 
“main body” of the report itself.  
 
IV.C.1  References and Bibliography 
 
Virtually always, an engineering report has drawn on published literature for information, data 
and ideas.  So, the final part of the report virtually always includes a List of References or a 
Bibliography.   
 
To understand the difference between a between a List of References and a Bibliography, you 
need to keep track of how you actually referred to this literature inside the document.  If you 
inserted references directly in the text itself, then you use a List of References.  However, if you 
insert the bibliographical context using footnotes, then you use a Bibliography.   
 
A reference is always noted at the point where it is made in the text.  This is often done 
numerically, (e.g. [23]) in which case the reference numbers monotonically rise as we move 
through the report, or it may be done by author (e.g. [Smith, 1996b]). In the case of reference by 
author, we may reference multiple works of the same author, in which case we organize them by 
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year of publication, and if more than one occurred in a single year, we then identify them as 
1996a, 1996b etc.  If we used references, it is best to have a List of References.  If they were 
numerical, the list proceeds in numerical order.  If the references were to authors, then the 
references are listed alphabetically by author’s name.   
 
A bibliography on the other hand, is a list of material that serves as a background for the report.   
It may contain material to which you did not directly refer in the text.   If you use a bibliography , 
usually specific references may still be made but they appear in the report as footnotes.  A 
bibliography is always done in alphabetical order by author’s name. 
 
In either case, the types of information included to describe the source are illustrated in figure 3. 
 
 
Henderson, M.R.  “Re:  Design Criteria”.  E-mail to the authors.  November 1, 2005.  
Hinks, R.W.   Personal interview.  November 8, 2005. 
Rajan, S.D.  “Computational Mechanics Laboratory”.  August 17, 2005. 
http://ceaspub.eas.asu.edu/structures/rajan/ 
Shao, X., et al. (2005). “Design and Experimental Study of a Harp-Shaped Single Span Cable-
Stayed Bridge”, Journal of Bridge Engineering, American Society of Civil Engineers, 10(6), 658-
665.  November 1, 2005. 
 

Figure 3.  Typical Reference or Bibliographical information 
 
IV.C.2  Acknowledgements 
 
Engineers acknowledge assistance from others.  “Thank you” is still a magic word and it is 
common to see people thanked in an acknowledgement section in the final part of the report. 
 
IV.C.3  Appendices 
 
Appendices contain material that supports or illustrates the main body but is not actually 
necessary to the understanding of the main body.  For example, the project may be a robotics 
project.  To understand the robot and its functioning, the reader does not need to see the actual 
computer code used in the controller.  For example, the reader rarely would need to know that the 
code names sensors by variables SENS1, SENS2 etc as opposed to SENSOR1, SENSOR2.  The 
code probably appears as an appendix if it appears in the report at all.  Details about experimental 
procedures, important correspondence (a memo in which the client approved some change for 
example), or a detailed breakdown of expenditures are also examples of material that often is 
included as an appendix. 
 
V.  Final Notes and Comments 
 
V.A  Equations, Figures and Tables 
 
Engineers often use numbers and equations.  It is important for you to learn how to introduce 
equations into a document.  In Microsoft Word, you use the Insert pull down menu on the toolbar 
and select “object” off that menu.  A list of objects then appears.  If you select Microsoft 
Equation 3.0, you will get an equation editor.  There are other equation editors that many prefer.  
We point out Equation 3.0 because it will be there for you.  As a general rule of thumb, equations 
are numbered with the number appearing on the right hand side of the page. 
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Equations are usually explained and the explanation usually includes a description of the 
variables in the equation and an explanation of why this was an appropriate equation to use at this 
point.  So, for example, to illustrate this it might be nice to use equation (1) as it is the most 
famous equation of the 20th century, 
 
 2mcE =         (1) 
 
where E is the energy associated with the rest mass of the object, m is that rest mass and c is the 
speed of light in vacuum. 
 
Now, equations, tables and figures do not just appear in the document.  They are always 
explained in the text.  It is very dangerous to assume that the reader will look at the picture or 
table or equation and extract exactly the information from it that you need the reader to possess 
for the rest of the report to make sense.  So, tell the reader what they are supposed to see in the 
table, figure or equation. 
 
Figures always have captions and they should appear below the figure.  The caption should 
briefly tell the reader what is shown on the figure.  If the figure is copied from another source, 
this is explicitly noted in the figure caption. 
 
Tables always have headings.  The heading appears above the table and explains to the reader 
what is illustrated by the table.  If the table is copied from another course, this is explicitly noted 
in the heading. 
 
Engineers use scientific notation if applicable.  If you include more than 3 significant figures, be 
sure that the additional figures actually contribute to the understanding of the report. 
 
V.B  Printing Guidelines 
 
This paragraph is repeated below on purpose.  Use only one side of the paper.   Use 1.5 line 
spacing and size 11, Arial or Times Roman font, right-justified text.  Now, let’s illustrate the 
difference between right justified text and unjustified test.  We just copy this paragraph twice.  
The first copy is justified.  The second copy is not.  Compare the right hand sides of the two 
paragraphs.  Right-justified text looks neat and orderly.  It is what you are accustomed to seeing 
in newspapers and books.    To use right justification, pull-down the FORMAT menu in Word, 
click on Paragraph and look in the scroll-down box called Alignment under the Indents and 
Spacing tab.  Pick “Justified”. 
 
This paragraph is repeated above on purpose.  Use only one side of the paper.   Use 1.5 line 
spacing and size 11, Arial or Times Roman font, right-justified text.  Now, let’s illustrate the 
difference between right justified text and unjustified test.  We just copy this paragraph twice.  
The first copy is justified.  The second copy is not.  Compare the right hand sides of the two 
paragraphs.  Right-justified text looks neat and orderly.  It is what you are accustomed to seeing n 
newspapers and books.    To use right justification, pull-down the FORMAT menu in Word, click 
on Paragraph and look in the scroll-down box called Alignment under the Indents and Spacing 
tab.  Pick “Justified”. 
 
Page numbers should be centered at the bottom of the page unless otherwise noted in the call for 
report. 
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Left-justify and underline section headings.  
 
Be very careful to follow any guidelines on binding and stapling given in the call for report. 
 
V.C  Some Stylistic Notes 
 
Avoid the use of “I” in team reports.  Although we have not done so here, engineering and 
scientific writing in our society usually uses the “third person”, even though your English 
composition instructors quite properly told you that the result is often boring. 
 
Avoid continuous uninterrupted text!  Use graphics (figures, incl. sketches, drawings, graphs, 
tables, photographs, flow diagrams, etc.) 
 
V.D  Plagiarism, Copyrights and the Web 
 
If your name is associated with a report, then it is expected that the report reflects your work and 
understanding.  Since you are a human being, your understanding probably is verbal, 
mathematical and visual.  So, if these are not your words, your computations or your pictures, it is 
not your work or understanding.  Using other people’s words, computations and pictures without 
noting that they are not yours is always a lie.  This particular type of lie is called plagiarism.  It is 
the most common route by which engineering students end up facing disciplinary action. 
 
This is a very important point to engineers.  We get paid to produce things that can be easily 
copied:  designs and ideas.  Engineering employers are usually very careful to spell out who owns 
the intellectual property produced as the result of an engineer’s work.  If you want to know how 
important intellectual property is, just think “Bill Gates”.  His entire fortune is based on 
intellectual property.  If we all could just copy Windows without paying for it, he would not be 
wealthy. 
 
Plagiarism is the act of claiming someone else’s words or pictures as your own.  Copyright 
violation is something different.  Copyright violation is the act of reproducing someone else’s 
copyrighted material without their permission.  You may be very clear that this isn’t your words 
or ideas.  You may correctly attribute them.  The issue is permission.  It is their property and you 
need their permission to copy it.  Copyright law does give educational institutions some leeway to 
use copyrighted material for educational purposes.  You are also allowed under law  to photocopy 
portions of books, or to just manually copy the words into some handwritten notes for you own 
personal use.  However, it is assumed that you copy only a small portion of the overall work.  
 
A copyright comes into being with the act of creation of the work.  The creator does not need to 
register it.  After all, you know it isn’t yours so why are you copying it without getting permission 
first?  You should view the symbol “©” as a warning label that this particular copyright is being 
enforced.  
 
The web confuses some students.  They believe that everything on the web is in the public 
domain and that they can use it in their reports without attribution.  First, the fact that something 
is in the public domain does not mean that I can falsely claim that it is my words or picture.  
Doing so would still be the lie we call plagiarism.  What being in the public domain means is that 
nobody can enforce a copyright on this. 
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More ever, when I post something on the web it does not become public domain.  I am giving you 
permission to read it or see it.  I am not automatically giving you permission to copy it. 
 
This means that when you are “cutting and pasting”, this is how you do it.  First, type quotation 
marks into the document you are writing.  Then, paste in-between these quotation marks.  Then, 
immediately insert the reference information.  
 
VI.  Conclusion 
 
Writing is one of the more important skills that an engineer can have.  Written reports are one of 
the more common ways in which the results of engineering work are expressed.  The format, 
structure and rules illustrated in this report on reports all exist for purposes.  Usually, violating 
them results in a document that is more difficult to read and more likely to be misinterpreted.  
Following them is therefore quire important. 
 
For most people good writing is an acquired art.   It does not come easy!  Even experienced 
writers develop and improve many drafts before they are satisfied they have the “Final Report”.  
Five or more drafts are not uncommon. 
 
If you set your mind to the task of becoming a good writer, then you will find that the more 
writing you do, the easier it becomes.  As is the case with many things, the threshold at which 
writing transitions from being a pain to a pleasure is not too high!  You will likely come to enjoy 
crafting sentences and molding your report into a cohesive whole that succinctly says just what 
you want it to say. 
 
Finally, we recommend you purchase a good dictionary and thesaurus.  Always have them nearby 
when you are writing. 
 



 15

Appendix on Advanced Features of Microsoft Word 
 
 
Here we will briefly comment on some features of Microsoft Word that can be useful in report 
writing and may be unfamiliar to some engineering students. 
 
In the main text, we already discussed the insertion of equations and the use of the Table pull 
down menu.  We also discussed the issue of justification.  Here are a few other tricks. 
 
Page numbering can be done by using the Insert pull down menu.  Here, we advised you to switch 
from i,ii,iii numbering in the front part of the report to 1,2,3 numbering in the Main body.  This 
can be done by using the Insert pull down menu to insert a section break in-between the front part 
of the report and the Main body.  You then use one insertion of page numbers for each section of 
the report. 
 
Another device that can be useful when team members start editing is the tack changes features.  
These, given on the tool bar, allow one person to suggest changes in the document.  These 
changes then do not actually get made until the “accept changes” tab is clicked on the toolbar.  
This way, we can return to the original document quite easily by declining the changes. 


