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Student Booster: Writing Reports

Introduction to the Teacher

 People in all fields need information presented in a concise, logical manner that is read-
able and accurate. Gathering information and preparing reports has become important, not only 
for students, but also in many businesses and professions. Mastering the organizational and 
reference skills needed to write reports will help students now and in later life. 
 A report is a summary of material available on a given subject. Students use information 
already known to present facts about a topic in their own words. This book presents a step-by-
step approach to writing reports on any topic from aardvarks to zoology.
 Activities assist students in focusing on a topic, taking notes, preparing outlines, utiliz-
ing research tools at the library and on the Internet, writing, editing, proofreading, and revising 
reports. Fun activities and games reinforce what they have learned.
 Information for completing bibliographies and footnotes can be used or omitted, as ap-
propriate for your students. Younger students and those writing short reports usually do not 
include a bibliography and/or footnotes. 
 Encourage students to use a computer to produce a final report with a professional look. 
They can share what they have learned in oral presentations and display reports for everyone 
to enjoy. 

Introduction to the Teacher
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Why Write Reports?

 A report is a summary of material available on a given subject. Report writing involves 
using information already known to present facts about a topic in an interesting and exciting 
way.
 People in many businesses and professions write reports. They need to be able to pres-
ent information in a concise, logical manner that is readable and 
accurate. Someone has to write those reports. That someone may 
be you someday.
 Contractors may write daily reports of what happened on a 
job site, or they may have to write accident reports. They would read 
reports on new construction materials or techniques.
 Secretaries might write reports summarizing problems in an 
office or difficulties with equipment. They might read reports on new 
types of office equipment available.
 A personnel manager would find a report about wages and 
hiring practices in the community useful.
 Doctors read reports about new treatments, medications, 
tests, technology, and equipment available to keep up with changes 
in their field. 

For each occupation, describe a type of report that person might write and a type of report that 
person might find helpful to read.

     Write     Read

A plant supervisor    

A scientist         

  
A mechanic         

  
A lawyer        

A dentist         

A teacher       

Why Write Reports?
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A Piece of Cake

 Completing a report is like eating a piece of cake. Before you can eat the cake, many 
other tasks must be completed. 
 Someone must raise the chickens and cows, gather the eggs, and milk the cows. The 
flour, sugar, and other ingredients must also be produced and prepared for use. A baker needs 
to find a recipe, gather ingredients, and finally bake the cake.

 You don’t have to raise 
the chickens, milk the cows, or 
raise the wheat before you write 
a report, but you do need to 
complete many other tasks.
 The �rst step in writing 

a report is choosing the topic and focusing on one aspect of that topic. 
 Even if the topic is as-
signed, writers have some leeway 
in how to present the material. 
For example, if ten bakers were 
asked to make chocolate cakes, 
you might have ten completely 
different shapes and types of 
chocolate cake.
 If you were asked to write a report on the United States, the topic would be too broad to 
cover in a report. You would need to focus on one aspect of the topic.
 Perhaps you would like to write about the Civil War. Is that topic still too broad? Abso-
lutely!
 You could decide to narrow the topic even more:
  • The causes of the Civil War 
  • Women soldiers in the Civil War
  • The effects of the Civil War on the South 
  • General Grant’s role in the Civil War
  • The final battle of the Civil War

  1. Why would it be difficult to write about a very large topic like the United States in a school 
report? 

    

 

    

  2. List one other idea about the Civil War that might be a good topic for a report. 

 

    

A Piece of Cake
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Three Things to Keep in Mind

 When you focus on a topic for a report, try to keep three things in mind: 

A. Is the topic focused enough to be manageable?

 Topic: A planet in our solar system
 Focus: The development of life on Earth

   1. Do you think this topic is focused enough to be manageable? Why or why not? 

     
      

B. Is the topic too focused? Will you be able to �nd enough information for your report?

 Topic: Sports
 Focus: The type of material used to make covers for baseballs.
 
   2. Do you think this topic is too focused? Why or why not?

     
      

C. Does the topic interest you?

 Topic: Dinosaurs
 Focus: Tyrannosaurs in North America

   3. Does the topic interest you?
      

   

  

 If your goal is to write a report on birds, there are many options available for your topic 
selection. Select one that interests you. 
 If you are interested in one particular type of bird or one area of bird behavior, the deci-
sion may be easy. If not, you may need to do some research before you decide on your final 
topic.
 To narrow a topic and find one of interest to you, you could begin by paging through 
general reference books about birds. You could talk to someone who raises birds. 
      
   4. What else could you do to narrow the topic and find one that interests you?

     
      

  

Three Things to Keep in Mind
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General topic: Mammals
More speci�c topic:  Cats
Focused topic: Jaguars

Getting Focused

 To write a report about a sport when you don’t have a particular favorite, you could begin 
by making a list of sports.

  1. Make a list of sports that could be topics for a report:

    
      

 After you select one sport, narrow the topic. Would you like to write about the history of 
that sport? The rules? Famous players? 

  2. What could be the focus for a report on sports that would interest you? 

 

    
      

 If you are still having trouble deciding 
on a topic, try brainstorming, alone or with a 
small group. Toss ideas around with friends 
and family members. 

Fill in the blanks. Use the example at right.

General topic: Dinosaurs  
More speci�c topic:   
Focused topic: 
   
    General topic: Our solar system
    More speci�c topic:  
    Focused topic: 

General topic: Music
More speci�c topic:   
Focused topic: 
   
     General topic: Computer software
     More speci�c topic:   
     Focused topic: 

Getting Focused
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Report Topics

  1. Circle three topics on the list below that interest you. Then on the lines below, list a specific 
focus for each topic that you could use for a report.

 Air      Art  Asia  Birds  Boats  Camping 
 Cars       Cities  Computers Cooking Fall  Families 
 Fire      Fish  Flowers Food  Fossils Games
 Gems      Germs Hats  Hiking History Holidays
 Houses  Lakes Maps  Mars  Math  Mud 
 Paper  People Pets  Plants Rain  Rocks
 Safety  Science Shells  Spiders Spies  Stars
 Suns  Toys Trees  Weather Weeds Winter
    
 

 

 

Time to Decide
  1. What is the topic for your report? 

  2. Brainstorm for ideas to narrow the focus of your topic. 

 

 

 

  3. List ideas you could focus on for a report that would interest you. 

 

 

 

  4. When you decide on the focus for your report, write a sentence stating the main idea.

 Examples: 
 My report will compare the two leaders during the Civil War: Abraham Lincoln and 

Jefferson Davis.

 My report will be about how Rosa Parks helped the cause of civil rights.

 My report will 

 

Report Topics/Time to Decide
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Congratulations! 
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Write your 

first draft.

Complete an outline.

Use Internet sources.

Beg
in 

res
ear

ch 
at t

he 
libr

ary
.

Write questions to answer 

as you do research
.

final version.
Putting the Pieces Together

 Writing a report is like putting together a jigsaw puzzle. Each time you put a piece in a 
puzzle, the picture becomes more clear.
 Similarly, each time you finish a step in the report-writing process, you get closer to your 
goal of completing your report.

As you complete each step in the report-writing process, color in the appropriate puzzle piece. 
When you turn in the final copy, color in the star and give yourself a pat on the back.

Putting the Pieces Together
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Questions Lead to Answers

 Once you have a focus for your report, make a list of questions about your topic. Having 
specific questions in mind can help you look for specific answers. 

 For a report on wolves, you could list questions like these: 

 ➜ How big are they?  
 ➜ What color are they? 
 ➜ What do they eat? 
 ➜ Where do they live? 
 ➜ What is their habitat like? 
 ➜ Do they have any natural enemies? 
 ➜ Are they endangered? 

  1. List questions you might ask before writing a report on the origin of baseball.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Use the basic questions of Who?, What?, When?, Where?, Why?, and How?, but make 
them specific to your topic.

  2. List questions related to your topic. Write each question on your own paper. 

 As you find answers, you can write the information on the same page as the question. 
This will help you organize your report when you get to the writing stage.
 Sometimes the answer to one question leads to more questions. No problem—you can 
always add more questions.

  3. How can asking questions help you write your report?

 

 

 

Questions Lead to Answers
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Keep Track of Your Sources

 A bibliography is a list of sources used to write a report. The bibliography is included 
on the last page of your report.

 If you need to include a bibliography with your report, write down the information you’ll 
need as you do your research.

 You will need this information for a bibliography: 

 ◆ Authors of books or articles (print or electronic)

 ◆ Titles of books or articles (print or electronic)

 ◆ Volume numbers of books, if part of a set

 ◆ Page numbers of any material quoted in your report

 ◆ Page numbers of magazine, newspaper, and encyclopedia articles

 ◆ Date published; for magazine and newspaper articles, include the day, month, and 
year 

 ◆ Names of publishers of books, magazines, or newspapers

 ◆ City, state, and/or country where books, magazines, or newspapers were published

 ◆ Internet addresses of online sources

 ◆ Names of people you interview and dates of interviews

 It’s important to keep an ongoing list of books, magazines, newspapers, Internet sites, 
and other sources as you research your report.

 Keep track of your sources by writing the information for each source on a separate note 
card as you use it. Use letters to code your note cards. The first note card you write can be A, 
the next one B, etc. 

 As you write answers to your questions and take notes, use the letter code of the refer-
ence source in case you want to go back and check for more details later. 

 There are many acceptable formats for writing a bibliography. Ask your teacher for samples 
of the format you should use. 

Keep Track of Your Sources
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Samples for a Bibliography

Follow the order and punctuation shown in the samples to write your bibliography.

A book: 

 Author’s name (last name first). Title of book (underlined).
 Publishing company name: location, date published.

 Example: Casetta, Cindy. My Trip to Pluto. Future Publishing Company: Lunar Base 11, 
2274.

An encyclopedia article: 

 Title of article (enclosed in quotation marks). Name of the encyclopedia (underlined). 
Author’s name, if given. Volume and page numbers of the article: Publishing company 
name: location, date published.

 Example: “The Truth about Pluto.” International Galactic Multidimensional Encyclopedia. 
Cindy Casetta. Vol. 274, 2-98: Intergalactic Publishing: Andromeda, 2274.

A newspaper or magazine article:

 Author’s name, if listed (last name first). Title of article (enclosed in quotation marks). Title 
of publication (underlined). Volume number if listed: Date published: page number(s).

 Example: Brown, Dr. Jay C. “Fun with Algebra.” Math Weekly. Volume 1: January 1, 2052: 
4–17.

A website:

 Author’s name, if listed (last name first). Title of article, if given (enclosed in quotation 
marks). Website address: Date published: Any other information available that would help 
identify the source.

 Example: Brown, Dr. Jay C. “Statistics are Your Friends.” www.drjaycb\phd_stats.edu:  
  September 7, 2052.

 

Samples for a Bibliography




