HOW TO WRITE A QUARTERLY REPORT

1.
Objectives
Whatever you are writing, it is important to recognise its objectives and particularly the person to whom it is addressed (the level of his knowledge of the project, familiarity with the scientific topic etc).  A Quarterly Report should be suitable for your Advisor, Head of Section and, maybe, Industrial Supervisor.  The Report should typically be 6 pages or less and should:

(i)
Outline clearly the objective of the project and provide some background to related work in the literature.

(ii) 
Record, in a concise manner, the progress and difficulties that have been encountered in the previous 3 months. 
(iii) 
Place the previous three month’s work in the context of the whole project.
(iv)
Demonstrate that you understand what you did, why you did it and are capable of explaining and interpreting the significance of your results. 
(v)
Identify the next stages of the project.

Style is important.  There are several hints in the following sections but the best way to learn is to look carefully at Journals, especially papers from leading research groups.  Your report should be in good English (although with Overseas Students we realise that this will take time).  One of the most effective ways to get on the wrong side of your readers is to submit an unnecessarily long report. Keep the writing style punchy, with each sentence making a positive contribution to the report.  
  

Note -  The first Quarterly Report often seems to be the most difficult to write;  after only 3 months, little experimental work may have been completed. The most important aspect of this first report, however, is to establish that you understand what your project is about and how it is likely to progress. It is a document in which you have to describe to your advisor what you are doing and why. At the start of the project your advisor will only know what you have told them. It may be that your first report will be based around a review of the literature to demonstrate your understanding of the background to your research.
 
2.
Structure

 
The Quarterly Report should have the following:
 


Title page



Executive summary


Introduction


Results - experiments carried out and their results and interpretation


Discussion and overall conclusions drawn from the last 3 months work


Plan for future work, especially the next 3 months



List of references

2.1
Title Page

The title page should have the project title, your name, supervisor’s and advisor’s names, date and report number set out over a cover sheet. You might also like to create a “project logo” for this page.

2.2
Executive Summary

This is typically half a page and certainly no more than one page.  It is similar to a paper abstract and should highlight the key achievements, results and conclusions of the past three months in a concise format. 

  
2.3 
Introduction

 
This section should provide the reader with all the information that he needs in order to understand your work plan and results.  Namely:

(i)
A clear statement about the aims of the project. For example, what problem are you seeking to solve or what questions are you seeking to answer. Also, why – for example, is there an application in mind?  A well-constructed paragraph could be reproduced in all Quarterly Reports.

(ii)
A summary of the relevant literature, with key references.  This literature survey should provide your assessment of the background information available in the literature and allow the reader to understand the relationship between your project and earlier work. It should also demonstrate that you are continuously updating and improving your knowledge of recently published papers (and understanding their significance to your work). 

(iii)
Highlight the particular objectives of the past three months.

In most Quarterly Reports, this section is unlikely to exceed 1 page. The first Quarterly Report may have a longer Introduction  and may include a more extensive review of the literature.  Remember that your MPhil/PhD Transfer Report and your final Thesis will require more extensive literature reviews. Throughout your period of study, you should be reading books, perusing current Journals and undertaking reviews of the earlier literature –you should be a world expert on your project topic and related fields!   

2.4.
Results

This should be the main part of your Quarterly Report.  You cannot include every experiment. Select typical and successful experiments that lead to your conclusions. 

For each experiment the following order should be followed:

· Describe the experiment, provide all the important experimental conditions/parameters but do so within an overview of the experiment that omits the pedantic detail that is required in full theses or papers.

· Present the results in the form of words, equation, tables or figures; you will probably not need to use more than one of these forms for a specific set of data.

· Highlight the features you want the reader to see.

· Interpret/discuss the result. 

 
2.5
Discussion & Conclusions

 
This is where you bring together the results of your experiments, draw conclusions from them and demonstrate that you are able to discuss them critically, placing them in the context of literature results and your overall project objectives. 
 
 2.6.
Plan for Future Work

 

A brief explanation of what you intend to do over the next 3 months.
 
2.7
List of References

 
References are cited to direct the reader to the literature that will help him understand the background to your project, related studies and sources of specific information. They should be numbered numerically, starting at 1 at the start of the Report and then numbered sequentially as they appear in the text. In the text the numbers should appear either as “ Owen and Bartlett [1]” or “Owen and Bartlett1” (note that in the text, there are no initials or first names).  Where a paper has a large number of authors “Owen et al” is acceptable in the text.  Commonly, the reference number is associated with a text statement and no names need appear.

You should also follow a convention (eg. American Chemical Society, Chemical Abstracts – see Library or Web) in abbreviating Journal Titles. The names of all authors with initials must appear. In the list of references, you must be entirely consistent in your presentation. For example:

1.
G.D. McDonald, E.Y. Weissman and T.S. Roemer, J. Electrochem. Soc. 119 (1972) 660.

2.
R. Wurmb, F. Beck and K. Boehlke, US Patent (1978) 4092463.
3.
H. Bode, Lead-Acid Batteries, John Wiley, London, 1977.

4.
F. Beck in The Electrochemistry of Lead, Ed. A.T. Kuhn, Academic Press, New York, 1979, p. 65.
Notes: (a) " et al." must never be used in the reference list.  (b) Books must always be referred to by Name, Author, Edition, Date, Publisher and Place. Do not change around the order of these items within a report or jump, for example, from putting the year in brackets to between commas. (c)  If you quote first and last page numbers, or include the title of the paper in one reference, you have to do it for the rest; this stretches the completeness of your indexing system.
 
2.8 
Units

 
As far as possible si units must be used.  For example, a unit of current density is A m-2 (amperes per meter squared); note the space is important.   You must also be consistent, even if you are quoting from a variety of sources that use different units.  Again, to give an example - detection limits are commonly quoted in different units and it is your duty to convert them to your chosen unit so that the reader can compare easily. 

2.9
Symbols

 
Again, a convention should be followed and you must be totally consistent. All symbols used in the text, figures, equations etc must be defined.  If many symbols are used, a separate list of symbols can be helpful.

2.10
Chemical Structures 

All chemical structures should be drawn correctly with a software package. It is helpful to the reader to be shown the structure of all large organic molecules or inorganic complexes.
2.11
Equations

Mathematical equations should be composed with appropriate software and all symbols should be defined.

 2.12
Figures

All figures should have a clear purpose in forwarding the story in your report.  On the other hand,  good quality figures are usually the clearest way to showing your results to the reader. We ask that your figures are of Journal standard and we would again direct you to the Journals to see how they are produced.  There are now a number of software packages for data handling and presentation available in the Section and these should be used.

We would stress the following:

(i)
All figures must have a full legend that is sufficiently informative for the figure to be fully understood without reference to the text. Thus, the experiment must be defined completely including solutions used etc.

(ii)
Axes must be labelled clearly using quantity calculus, eg.





concentration/mM  or   c/mol dm-3




current density/mA cm-2 or j/A m-2

Alternative units have been deliberately used in theses examples.   When labelling the scales of graphs put enough numbers on to define the scale whilst resisting the temptation to label every 'tick mark'.  Just because a computer package writes something on a graph does not mean that it looks good!  Indeed, do not accept software presentation without question, For example, 10-6 may be preferable to 10E-6.  Be consistent, both within and between diagrams, with the 'typeface' that you use for labelling. 

(iii)
Make sure that data points on the graph are clearly visible and not hidden by the curve.  Curve fitting routines should be used with great care (the resulting curve may bear no relationship to the data points) after you have made the decision that both data points and a curve are desirable.  
(iv)
Use colour with care. If you use colour, all copies of your report must be printed in colour. In figures with several curves, it is often better to label the curves a,b,c or use dashed, dotted lines etc, in either case with an explanation in the legend 
Figures are numbered in sequence and referred to in the text by the Figure number, eg. “ Figure 2”. They should be placed in the text close to where they are first mentioned (as in a book), not at the end. For most diagrams embed them into the body of the text.  When including images, eg. scanning electron micrographs, ensure that they are inputted into your document in a way that does not increase the size of document unreasonably; for example, in WORD it is frequently better to use the “paste special” option.

2.13 
Tables

  
Tables are a very useful way to bring together a collection of information. In many aspects they should be treated in the same way as diagrams.  They should be kept close to where they are first mentioned in the text (preferably embedded in the text) and they should have a table number and complete legend describing the contents of the table.  The physical appearance of the tables should be consistent throughout  the report.
HINTS ON ENGLISH

Formal documents in English need to follow rules concerning grammar and spelling, contrasting sharply with spoken English where the emphasis is only on being understood. Writing in correct English requires training and practice (even for those whose first language is English) although computers now assist.  Here, only some general hints are offered.  

(a)
Sentences should be kept as short as possible - avoid unnecessary words. 

(b)
Paragraphs indicate the plan which has been used in the writing.  The text should be used to develop structured arguments. Each paragraph should normally deal with one argument and each sentence within it will be linked to the next.  It is rare that a paragraph is less than a few sentences long.

(c)
"I" or "we" or eg "Fred's" are never used. For example, “I recorded a voltammogram” should be “A voltammogram was recorded”.

(d)
Tenses cause a problem. Descriptions of an experiment should be in the past tense. Facts or discussion of figures may be in the present text. The main need is to be consistent.  

(e)
Try to avoid using the same word (with the obvious exceptions of words such as 'and', 'the' etc) . twice within ca 6 lines of text.  Likewise, do not repeat phrases repeatedly throughout the text.  Most of all do not use the “copy” and “paste” functions on the computer to repeat sentences or paragraphs with only minor changes.

ASK YOUR SUPERVISOR OR FRIENDS FOR HELP.

 
