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In all subjects always try and improve your English grammar. 

It is not within the scope of this manual to cover written English. 

 

Introduction to writing a paper 

It is important to be able to communicate appropriately to the public on your results and findings of 

assessments and management strategies. Therefore knowing how to write a report that is consistent and easy 

to understand is a key aim. Knowing how to present data and results correctly shows that you understand the 

work that you have carried out and you are able to determine what these results mean in a bigger picture. 

Always strive to keep improving your writing style as it takes practice.    

 

The writing of a report is not just something that can be tacked on to the end of a project or investigation, but is 

an essential part of it. Sometimes the presentation of information in the form of a report is actually the main 

objective. It is therefore vital to consider the report from the outset, to plan the various stages in the 

preparation of the report as part of the plan for the whole task. 

 

What makes for good writing? 

The main objective of a report is to communicate your results and ideas in a way that is understandable to the 

reader. It must be kept in mind that the reader might not have any idea of what your assessment involved and 

therefore you have to be very detailed to ensure that the assessment can be repeated if need be by reading 

your report.  

 

Keep your writing brief and to the point. Do not try and impress your reader with a lot of big words and 

terminology. Instead if something can be said in a plain, easy way rather than a complicated way, go for the 

easier way. But do not use slang and avoid jargon.  Try and keep to the facts, do not make it personal by using 

“I”, “we” etc. For example:  

 

“We went to Andover Nature Reserve to conduct a vegetation assessment on the 29th of February 2012 and we 

collected plant samples of grasses such as Themeda triandra.” 

 

Instead you can write: 

 

“A vegetation assessment was conducted at Andover Nature Reserve. Plant samples were collected.“ 

 

Long passages are harder to understand than short ones. It is better to keep sentences short, though remember 

the sentence must still make sense. Paragraph length is equally important. Consider a sentence as conveying 

one thought, and a paragraph one idea.  
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Grammar and Spelling 

 If in doubt, use a dictionary or the spell check function on the computer, but do not blindly accept its 

suggestions. Make sure that what it wants to replace is correct.  

 Use UK English making sure not to use American spelling.   

 If your grammar and spelling is poor your work will be viewed as that of an amateur.  You owe it to yourself 

to make an effort at improving your language skills, your writing techniques and particularly your spelling. 

Use a dictionary whenever necessary. 

 

Choice of words 

Familiar words convey sharp messages and unfamiliar words convey hazy messages. Rather use words that are 

easily understood and avoid clichés. 

 

Economy of words 

Readers do not like long and wordy statements. Reductions in text can often be achieved without reducing the 

information contained in the text. 

 

Assemble the information 

All your notes, calculations, graphs, letters written and received, papers you have read, are potentially useful for 

the report. As you proceed to execute your project or investigation (collecting information, conducting 

experiments, interviewing people), you will also be collecting material for your report. Take rough notes as you 

go along and write up those notes carefully later in the day. Most written notes accumulated over a period can 

often be incorporated, with a little editing, into the text of the report and can speed up the production of the 

report. 

 

1. Identify the purpose of the report   

2. Assemble all the information 

3. Identify relevant information 

4. Examine accuracy 

5. Evaluate  

6. Sort and Group   

7. Allocate headings  

8. Writing   

9. Revision  

10. Accuracy of words 
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Identify relevant information 

Irrelevant or over-detailed information can be filtered out. While it is unwise to generalise this very important 

process, two guidelines will be helpful: 

 

Relevance: Does this apply to this company / these people / these projects now or in the future? 

Balance: Where applicable, both sides of the question should be examined. Avoid distorted one-sided 

arguments and anticipate counter-arguments. 

 

Examine accuracy 

Most information can be taken at face value but there will be some that must be validated. Is the information 

clear, accurate and up to date? 

 

Evaluate 

Information from different sources about the same kind of subject must be balanced and comparable. 

Information from any source that may be biased must be trimmed back to realism. Information must be as 

specific as possible and generalisations must be eliminated.  

 

Sort and group 

This is probably the most important step of all. The items of information that have been identified must be 

grouped into cohesive sections and arranged into a sequence that helps the reader. The order in which a 

report’s sections are arranged will depend on the reader’s need and interest. It may be appropriate to start with 

the most interesting or the most important.  

 

Allocate headings 

Headings must be clear, unambiguous and different from each other. This can sometimes be combined with the 

sorting and grouping procedure. The information must be arranged in a logical sequence, otherwise the reader 

will have difficulty in following it or understanding the point and the conclusion may be obscured. 

 

Writing 

Ideally, at least one draft will be made before the final copy is produced. It is good advice to start writing as soon 

as the process of sorting and grouping of information has been accomplished. The longer a report is left 

unfinished, the more likely it is to become a major hurdle to be overcome. Every manuscript should be left 

overnight and re-examined in the morning when one’s thinking has cleared and oversights suddenly seem 

crystal clear. 
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Revision 

The manuscript must be scrutinised for spelling mistakes and consistency of punctuation. Check that there is 

balance between sections, that repetition is avoided and that the report contains no contradictions. Careful 

attention must be paid to cross-referencing of paragraphs and figures. 

 

Accuracy of words 

Finally the author should check the text to ensure that the words used in the report convey the right tone, that 

they are not ambiguous and that they have not been obviously repeated. 

 

The Report Structure 

Different types of reports require different approaches, but the standard format of a report includes the 

following main headings (sections) which follow in order: 

 Cover page 

 Title page 

 Abstract 

 Acknowledgements 

 Contents 

 Introduction 

 Materials and methods 

 Results 

 Discussion/Conclusion 

 References 

 Appendices (if necessary) 

 

This ensures that they are easier to read and understand, and contain all relevant information.  

 

Formatting and other Guidelines 

The standard way of formatting a typed report or assessment is as follows: 

 

 Use a san serif font such as Verdana, Arial, Cambria, Calibri unless otherwise specified  

 Font point size 11 

 Use 2.5cm document margins 

 Double line spacing 

 Left justification 

 Make sure that you pay attention to your grammar, proof read and check your work! 
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Tips to keep in mind when writing 

Before writing, keep asking yourself these questions to help you write correctly and keep your thoughts and 

ideas flowing. 

 Who is going to read this paper / report? 

 What data do I want to present, and how do I want to present them? 

 What arguments do I want to make?  

 What is the point of the assessment/research? 

 

Mind Maps 

What is a mind map? A mind map is a diagram that encourages free expression and linking of ideas. The 

foundation for effective writing is competent preparation.  It is necessary to first gather all the facts, the figures, 

questions or statements researched.  Thereafter, organize the thought process in two stages. Mind Maps are a 

technique for organizing these thoughts. (These are used for essay or longer reports not necessarily simple 

business letters).   

 

The first stage is the production phase.  Take an A4 sheet of paper, write down the title at the centre of the 

page, then at random from the centre title write down key topics that relate to your main title. Once you have 

selected the main topics for your report, write down a few main key words that come to mind on each topic. 

Take for example, an essay on a new community based tourism project in Inyati Game Reserve.   

 

The first phase may look something like this; 

 

 
 

Fig: 1 example of a mind map 

 

Do not worry that some words may seem to have little relevance – get them down or they will block 

the flow of thought! 
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Note that this thought process is fulfilling two purposes:  

 

1. It is reader orientated.  It is considering that which is of interest to the reader and not based on the 

complexities of the content. 

2. It is simple.  It is concentrating on analysis under four (or five) main headlines.  Keeping the structure simple 

sharpens the writer’s own thinking and prevents the essay become muddled and vague. 

 

Having established the main headings, the writer can now complete the second stage preparation.  He should 

write in three or four supporting sub-headings under each main heading. 

 

The final phase is to write the essay using this outline.  Expand each sub-heading into one or more paragraphs, 

rearranging your sections if necessary. 

 

There are ten processes in the preparation of virtually every report. In many cases some of these phases will not 

be necessary, e.g. when headings are not needed or where there is a standard framework. Nevertheless, all 

steps of the process should be borne in mind. 

 

Protocols for writing scientific names of animals and plants  

All zoological and botanical names for genera and species should be italicised (e.g. the Sickle Bush should be 

written as Dichrostachys cinerea). The genus name starts with a capital, (Dichrostyachys) while the specific name 

(cinerea) is lower case.  

 

If you are hand-writing your report or assessment, then underline the Latin name (Dichrostachys cinerea). When 

you first mention the species name it should be given in full but when mentioned again the genus can be 

abbreviated (e.g. D. cinerea). However if you are discussing different species that have the same initial for their 

genus then keep the species names in full (e.g. Dichrostachys cinerea, Dodonea angustifolia).  

 

The word “species” is both singular and plural. It can be abbreviated to sp. (singular) or spp. (plural) e.g. Acacia 

sp. meaning an Acacia species or spp. Meaning ALL Acacia species. 

 

You may come across the abbreviation of a person’s surname in brackets after a species name, e.g. Podocarpus 

falcatus (Thunb.). This is the abbreviation of the name of the scientist who first described the species. In the 

example above, this species was first described by a botanist with the surname of Thunberg. 
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Abbreviations 

Use only abbreviations that are accepted in literature and make sure that you define them at first. For example, 

diameter at breast height (DBH), body temperature (Tb). Do not create your own random abbreviations unless 

it is necessary, which is usually not. Never begin a sentence with an abbreviation. 

 

Title and title page 

State the title of your research which is in most cases your research question. 

 

An important feature of a report is the title of the document. This tells the readers before they even read the 

document what it is all about. The title itself should give a clear indication of the subject matter in as few words 

as possible. Therefore a title document that states “Vegetation survey in Andover Nature Reserve”, is not as 

informative as “Different methods of assessing the herbaceous biomass in the Andover Nature Reserve”. The 

first title suggests that all the vegetation was surveyed in the Andover Nature Reserve which is incorrect, as it 

only was the herbaceous biomass that was determined within random sample sites. Therefore it is important to 

title your document appropriately to convey the correct message to the reader. 

 

The title page should also indicate the nature of the report, whether it is a draft, interim or final report. 

Information given on the title page should also include the name of the author or organisation responsible for 

producing the report.   

 

Contents page 

The title page is the first page inside the front cover. The contents page should list the chapters and sections 

within chapters, giving page numbers. The structure of the report will be apparent from the contents page. If 

chapter and section headings are carefully worded, the contents page can provide the reader with a good 

indication as to the structure and nature of the report. As some executives do not have time to read the full 

report, it is important that headings should be informative. 

 

Abstract 

See below an example of an abstract.  The easiest way to write an abstract is to write no more than three 

sentences to summarise each section of the report e.g. introduction (purpose, hypothesis and location), the 

methodology used, the results and the conclusion. 
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The purpose statement 

The introduction focuses on the problem leading to the study but it is the PURPOSE STATEMENT that establishes 

the direction for the research.  

 

The purpose statement can be included in the introduction or it can stand separately. Generally in journal 

publications the purpose is stated in the introduction, and in a dissertation proposal it will stand separately. The 

purpose statement captures in a single sentence or paragraph the ‘essence’ of the study. The purpose statement 

must mention the central concept of the research. The central concept may be one single idea or it may be an 

umbrella idea with several ideas. 

 

When developing the purpose statement for quantitative studies use the following guidelines: 

 

 Use words such as purpose, intent or objective.  For example start by saying “The objective of this study 

is to .....” 

 Mention briefly the specific type of method that will be used in the study e.g. survey or experiment 

 State if independent and dependent variables will be compared. Usually the researcher will be 

investigating a cause and effect or relationship among variables.  

 Always order the variables mentioned from independent to dependent. The independent variable is 

always the ‘manipulated variable’. 

 

The Report Introduction 

The purpose of the report should be expressed in the introduction and should be stated clearly and 

unambiguously. The purpose (aim or objective) may have been given to the writer by a superior, it may be part 

of routine such as a monthly report, or may have originated with the writer on seeing the necessity for such a 

report. 

 

Essential elements are the aims and objectives or purpose, key questions and hypotheses, rationale, literature 

review, and conceptualisation. Sometimes the purpose is stated separately (PURPOSE STATEMENT) after the 

introduction.  

 

The style of writing  

 For qualitative studies (used mostly for research in social sciences the researcher can write the 

introduction from the first person point of view using I or we. 

 For quantitative studies (used mostly for research in the natural sciences) the researcher will always 

write impersonally from a third person point of view i.e. not using term ’I ‘or ‘we’. 
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How to write the introduction of the research report 

 Write an opening sentence that stimulates the readers interest as well as conveying an issue to which 

broad readership can relate. 

 Specify the problem leading to the study. What is the rationale or need for conducting the study? 

 What is the key concept being tested? (In quantitative research it is referred to as the dependent 

variable). 

 As a general rule do not use quotes in the leading sentence. 

 Consider using numeric information for impact e.g. More than 5000 primates are killed every year in 

central Africa. 

 Consider using short sentences for impact 

 

The main aim for an introduction is to tell the reader WHY you did the study and WHY the question you 

addressed is important.  Therefore you need to provide key reasons for your study and why it is important. It is 

vital to establish and specify the significance, purpose and value of the study and this can be done by focusing 

on the main objectives and what you are hoping to achieve from the study.  You should also provide references 

to any other work on the subject or work that has given you pointers on the subject. All the information (texts, 

tables, figures) you gather from literature sources such as books, journals, scientific papers, internet websites 

and bibliographies need to be correctly referenced or cited. 

 

The structure of an introduction can be thought of as an upside-down triangle, the broadest part at the top 

representing the most general information and eventually focusing down to the specific problem that you are 

dealing with (Figure 2). 

  

 
 

 

Fig: 2 The concept of writing an introduction for a report 

Start broad – previous works on 

the subject 

 
Then work to specific cases 

– maybe in the same 

location etc. 

 
Finally get 

to your 

specific 

case study 

 



 

 
How to write a report   Page | 13 

 

Major questions that should be answered when writing your introduction are: 

1. What was being studied? 

2. Why is it an important question / topic? 

3. What was known before this study was done? 

4. What are the limitations in the previous knowledge which have led to this study? 

5. How will this study advance the knowledge in the particular topic? 

 

When starting, start with the general issue and then narrow down the issue. For example the following is not a 

good statement as it is personal (“I”) and it does not have any evidence to support it (no previous knowledge). 

 

“I was interested in whether spines in Acacia trees were different lengths in different areas depending on 

the density of mammalian herbivores.” 

 

Instead something like: 

 

“Many recent studies (Pennak, 1987) with plants and marine invertebrates indicate that the formation of 

mechanical defenses such as spines, spicules and barbs may be triggered by the actions or the presence 

of predators and herbivores in the environment (Pennak, 1987).” 

 

The above sentence shows that there is evidence backing up your statement (the in-text references) and that 

there is an interest in the topic that you will be carrying out. Also it has not been personalized or used slang 

terms but it is said plainly.  

 

You can then narrow the focus of the report to the specific question you are looking at. For example: 

 

“The production of defense structures presumably comes at an energetic cost to the organism. Therefore 

if an organism is placed under conditions whereby there is a large predator pressure the organism may 

have to resort to producing more defenses. Acacia trees are well known for the production of spines on 

branches and twigs, which provides protection against mammalian herbivores. This paper will test the 

hypothesis or idea that individuals of the species Acacia nilotica that have been protected from browsing 

will have shorter spines than individuals who have been exposed to mammalian herbivores.” 

 

This is an excellent way of ending off an introduction as it tells the reader what you are going to be looking at. It 

is important to ensure that at the end of the introduction that the reader knows exactly what ideas or questions 

you are going to be addressing and solving within your report.  
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Methods and materials 

This section should give a detailed account of how the data was collected and analysed. The purpose of the 

materials and methods section is to describe what you did and why you did it and how you did it. Describe your 

methods in enough detail so that someone else could replicate your experiment or assessment. In other words 

anyone should be able to duplicate your methods in order to support or disprove your results.  

 

Things to be included in the methods and materials section is information like the date of the study, time of day 

(if it is an important aspect), exact site (GPS coordinates if available) and details of the experimental design 

(refer further down for explanation). An explanation as to why you did something is also useful. For example: 

To test the tree density hypothesis, we counted all trees over 10cm dbh in a 10 x 20m quadrant 

 

The methods must clearly explain how you went about testing the idea or answering the question you are 

looking at. If instructions are given in a manual, it does not need to be repeated but should be briefly described 

and refer to references that contain the detail. Subheadings are very useful in the methods and materials 

section as they help break up the methods and materials into easier sections.  

 

Some ideas for subheadings are: 

 Study site 

 Study species 

 Experimental design and protocol 

Study site: if the paper describes a study that was carried out in the field, you need to provide the physical and 

biological characteristics of the site. Provide an exact location (e.g. Andover Nature Reserve) and give the 

latitude and longitude. Briefly describe the habitat(s) in which the study was conducted (grassland, savanna, 

closed woodland etc). 

Study species: if the study is looking at a particular species you can list the Latin names and the common names 

as well as the behaviour or characteristics that this species has. For example if you are doing a behaviour study 

on the African striped mouse you can say: 

 

The African grass mouse (Rhabdomys pumilio) is a diurnal, murid rodent. It occupies a wide range of habitats 

including forests, marshes, grasslands and semi-arid regions. 

 

Experimental design and protocol: in this section you need to describe your experimental design and the 

methods you carried out to conduct the assessment. Be sure to include information regarding the quantitative 

features such as masses, volumes, times, concentrations etc. When using equipment make sure that you include 

the model type and what kind of instrument you used. This will ensure that someone who may want to repeat 

your assessment or study knows the type of equipment that you used.  
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Results 

This section presents the summarised and analysed data without much discussion other than what is necessary 

to understand the results. Whether hypotheses are supported or refuted by the data should also be stated here.                

The main aim of your results section is to present your data and what you have found with regards to your 

assessment. It must be noted that when presenting results: 

a) The results need to be presented objectively, 

b) Only relevant results should be presented, 

c) The results should be presented in a logical order and 

d) Results are often (but not always!) more effectively presented using tables and figures. 

 

Start your results with a basic summary of data. For example: 

 

“A total of 50 rodents were caught over 200 trap days for an overall trapping rate of 25%. Of these 50 rodents, 

19 were females and 31 were males.” 

 

The results section should not have duplication of information. If a table or figure is used to explain results, the 

results should not be described in text as well. Do not include too many figures as this will distract the reader 

and figures should be used when they cannot be described clearly or need to be seen visually. Raw data should 

never be reported – rather give averages, percentages etc. 

 

If you are going to do statistical tests on the data you have collected make sure that you present them correctly 

and that they are relevant to the assessment. Present complete statistical summaries, which should be reported 

in brackets after a sentence about the results. For example: 

 

On average, one pupa in ten will emerge as a female D.attica (P>0.05) 

 

One very important point is that each and every table and figure must be referred to in the text and must be 

numbered in the sequence that they are referred to (Figure 1, figure 2, Table 1 etc.). When referring to tables 

and figures rather state what you are trying to present and not that the figure shows this. For example: 

 

Figure 1 shows that growth rates… or As shown by Figure 1 growth rates… 

 

This is not correct as you want the reader to know what the figures are trying to say not that the actual table or 

figure is important. You would rather state something like this: 

 

Growth rates decrease with soil pH (Figure 1). 

 

This will tell the reader that you have drawn conclusions and that the Figure backs up your statement.  
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Apply a consistent format to all tables and figures in your report / assessment. Make them appropriate size for 

your paper and ensure that all text and data plots are readable. Do not allow tables to break across separate 

pages; rather start a table on a new page. Large tables can often be included as appendices 

 

Tables and figures should be used appropriately in the results section and large tables or figures should be 

attached as an appendix. For example,  

Figure 1:  Soil Fertility and the number of plant species in 0.1 ha plots of rain forest in Ghana, Africa (Hall, 1976). 

Table 1:  Variation in vegetation along a gradient of soil and moisture conditions (Jordan 1985). 

 

Points to remember when using figures or graphs is that the title of the figure goes below the figure and need to 

provide enough information for someone to understand what a figure shows without reference to the rest of 

the paper. For tables and figures the headings need to be the same font size 11 as the text. The two main types 

of graphs or charts that are used are line graphs and bar charts. Line graphs can show more detail than a bar 

graph. Line graphs are useful to display more than one relationship in the same picture. For example if you have 

three different responses to fertilizer of three different treatments. The graph below shows this information 

better instead of trying to explain the information with text.  

 
 

Fig: 3: Effect 3 different fertilizers had in treatments 1 to 4. Refer to text for further explanation of treatments. 

 

In this graph the different fertilizers have been represented by the different shapes (and if possible you can have 

different colours) and make sure that the size of the graph is appropriate and that no information has been lost 

or cut off. Also in the title it has stated that the reader needs to look within the results to find out more about 

the different treatments. It is advisable to do so only if it would be too complicated to explain the figure within 

the title itself.  

 

Treatment 1 Treatment 2 Treatment 3 Treatment 4

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

Fertilizer 1

Fertilizer 2

Fertilizer 3

R
es

p
o

n
se

 K
g/

h
a 



 

 
How to write a report   Page | 17 

Bar charts display simple results clearly. It is not used if you have a lot of data to display but rather if you are 

comparing different methods maybe or if you need to show the difference between two sites, as shown in the 

chart below. 

 
Fig: 4 Effect of each treatment at the different sites 

 

The way in which you present your results will depend on the data that you need to show and what you need to 

present.  

 

For tables, the data must be arranged as columns of data, each with a heading that includes relevant units. The 

table title goes directly above the table.  

 

Table 1: Count of farmers grouped by cropping patterns and hours spent weeding per unit area between maize 

planting and tasseling (180 farmers). 

Hours Sole-crop 
Intercropped 

with beans 

Intercropped 

with pigeon-pea 

Less than 01 25 53 18 

10 to <15 3 9 - 

15 to <20 8 3 5 

20 to <30 8 7 2 

30 or more 20 16 3 

 

The above table has a descriptive heading and the data presented is easy to understand. The title has stated the 

total number of farmers as well as the type of data being displayed in the table (count).  
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Use of illustrations 

 

 DO NOT stretch images. Ensure they are in perspective even if they do not fit the page fully. 

 

                              
 

                                             Right                                                           Wrong! 

 

 

 

 Do not enlarge low resolution images so they look out of focus! 

 
 

                                                      Right                                                  Wrong! 

 

 Be aware that when printed in black and white, graphs may become difficult to understand because the 

colours will be lost. Try to use colours that contrast enough so they appear different when printed in black 

and white. 
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Discussion 

In this section, the data are interpreted and the implications of the results are discussed. Limitations of the 

study, as well as problems encountered during data-collection or analysis are also dealt with in this section. The 

CONCLUSION should summarise key points or implications of the research study and should highlight further 

research which is required on the topic (any good research project raises more questions). 

 

The aim of your discussion is to interpret the results that you have found and tell the reader why this study is so 

important and how your assessment fits into the bigger picture. Therefore start with your most important 

finding of your assessment. Discuss your results in roughly the same order that you presented them in the 

results section so that the reader can follow the logic of your discussion. DO NOT REPEAT YOUR RESULTS AGAIN 

in the discussion. Instead draw observations and remind the reader what these were. For example: 

 

The observation that species A grew faster than species B suggests that… 

 

Your discussion also needs to have relevant literature from other authors as this strengthens your observations 

and conclusions. Make sure that you cite the information and ideas from other authors appropriately as 

plagiarism1 is considered as academic fraud and can be punishable by the law.  

 

A common problem in the discussion is a lot of words that say very little. Do not waffle – each sentence should 

be concise and make a relevant point that has not already been made. A vital part of the discussion is a critical 

evaluation of your methods and results. Are there potential sources of error in your methods? Were your 

sample sizes large enough? In short, how reliable do you think your results are? 

 

However you should not make it sound as if your how assessment should be disregarded due to human error or 

constraints such as time and finance. Make sure that you are as objective as possible. 

                                                           
1 Plagiarism is the use of someone else’s ideas and thoughts and passing them as your own. Therefore referencing is an 

important key when writing reports and assessments as you are using other people’s work and ideas.  
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Your findings regarding the situation or project that you are reporting on. Be specific, say what you want to say 

in such a way that whoever is reading the report knows exactly what you are getting at. 

 

Recommendations (if not sub-headed to summary) 

 

Be firm in recommendations. Words such as “should” or “must” should be used when writing about a course of 

action. Always come across as decisive and that you know what you are talking about. For example, “Replace all 

the broken windows”. Instead say: “All the broken windows should be replaced”.  

 

Bibliography and References 

Any research proposal or report should refer to other research which has been published on the topic being 

studied. These are called references and they are cited in the text of scientific documents in a certain way. 

Always make sure that you cite references to any information or piece of writing that is not your own!  This 

includes information from the internet. If you do not it is assumed that you have ‘stolen’ someone else’s 

information to use as your own. It is called PLAGIARISM and is considered a serious offence. If you have 

received information from the internet always ensure the name of the author (if known), the year (if known) and 

the website address is included in your reference.  

 

Whenever a particular piece of information is CITED in the manuscript, the name of the author (do not include 

initials here) and the year in which the publication was published or written is noted in brackets. For example 

“The average mass of a male black rhinoceros is 880kg (Bothma, 1989)”. It may also be referenced as follows 

“Bothma (1989) states that the average mass of a male black rhinoceros is 880kg”. The rest of the details of the 

reference are then written out in the BIBLIOGRAPHY (reference list) at the end of the document. Only those 

references which were cited in the text must be included in the bibliography. If there are two authors use then 

state both authors for example (Du Plessis and Steiner, 2003) and if three or more authors then only state the 

name of the first author when citing the reference and  use the term ‘et al.’ e.g. Lockwood, et al. (1996). The 

names of the other authors will be put in the bibliography at the end of the report.   

 

It is important to always find out from the institution or the publication where your research will be submitted 

what their required format of referencing is.  Be consistent in using the same system and be thorough in 

ensuring you follow the correct order. In most cases the Harvard Reference system is used as shown below:  

 

 First - the surname of the author and after his/her initials in capital letters separated by full stops.  

 Next - the date of the publication with a full stop afterwards.  

 Next – the title of the research paper/study/article (in italics) with a full stop at the end. 
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 Next - the name of the publishers with a full stop at the end.  

 Next – the place or location of publication with a full stop at the end.  

 Next - the page number where the research paper was found in the publication (if applicable) 

 Next - the name of the resource centre or library with the catalogue number of the publication (if 

applicable) 

 

An example of a reference in the bibliography using the Harvard system as described as above is: 

 

Cresswell, J.W. 1994. Research Design: Qualitative and Quantitative Approaches.  SAGE Publications, Inc.  

California. SAWC library: 001.4.CRE 

 

Refer to the Citation and Bibliographic Reference Guide found in the SAWC Resource Centre (Sieberhagen and 

Bijl, 2004) for more details how to write citations and references correctly. It will help you reference different 

sources of material correctly e.g. journals, DVDs, radio, personal communication/interviews, unpublished 

papers, books and so on.  

 

The list of REFERENCES (known as the BIBLIOGRAPHY) should follow. 

 

Each and every fact or opinion that you obtain from a published source needs to be referenced. There are many 

ways for referencing but an easy and widely used method is described below. There is something called in-text 

referencing and then there is the reference list. Your in-text referencing is when you use the idea or opinion of 

some published work and you need to show that it was not you that had that particular idea. Therefore an 

example is: 

 

In general, group composition of the mice are one breeding male, with up to four breeding females and 

communally raised offspring (Schradin, 2006). The striped mouse lives in groups sharing one territory (Schradin, 

2006). In years with very low food abundance they become solitary, when food supply increases; family groups 

form again (Lindholm, 2011). 

 

The idea that group composition of the striped mouse was not actually conducted in this assessment but is 

needed for the support of the assessment. Therefore it has been referenced to the author that published such 

data. This is what we call in text referencing as it is within the text that is being presented. Depending on the 

number of authors that are listed the in text referencing will differ slightly. With one author you give the 

surname and date (as shown above). With two authors you list both surnames and the date (example: Schradin 

and Pillay, 2005). With three authors or more you state the first author’s name and then et al which is Latin for 

“and others” followed by the date (example: Scantlebury, et al. 2006).  
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When referencing, do not use direct quotes as this shows that you are not relating your work with the work that 

is already published. Therefore rather use the idea from the published work and reference it. For example: 

In the house mouse (Mus domesticus) a water barrier was used to determine whether the mouse would move 

through the barrier (Rusu and Krackow, 2004).  

 

The above sentence is a good way of showing that you have looked at other studies done and that you are 

incorporating other works into your own assessment. Another point to remember is when you are referencing in 

text you do not need to reference every single sentence. If your paragraph revolves around one idea and that 

idea is sourced from another author you can reference that author at the end of the paragraph. 

 

The reference list occurs at the end of the document as it listed alphabetically.  It has a specific format 

depending on what the source of the information is. Below is a list of the different types of sources of 

information and how to reference them in your reference list.  

 

Scientific papers: 

Augsourger, C.K., 1982. Seed dispersal by the tropical tree, Platypodium elegans, and the escape of its seedlings 

from fungal pathogens. Journal of Ecology 71(9): 759-771 

Burdon, J.J. and Chilvers, G.A. 1975. A comparison between host density and inoculum density effects on the 

frequency of primary infection foci in Pythium-induced damping off-disease. Australian Journal of Botany 

23(11) 899-904 

Books: 

Croat, T.B. 1978. Flora of Barro Colorado Island. Stanford University Press, Stanford, California, USA 

Populer, C. 1978. Plant disease. Volume II: How disease develops in populations. Academic Press, New York, 

New York, USA 

Book chapters: 

Brokaw, N. 1982. Treefalls: frequency, timing and consequences. Pp 101-108 in E.G. Leigh, Jr., A.S., Rand, and 

D.M. Windsor, editors. The ecology of a tropical forest: seasonal rhythms and long-term changes. 

Smithsonian Institution Press, Washington, D.C., USA 

Reports: 

Le Maitre, D.C., van Wilgen, B.W., Chapman, R.A. and McKelly, D. 1995. Proposed standard vegetation and fuel 

model classification system for Cape fynbos and non-fynbos communities. Report for DEA 890. Department 

of Environmental Affairs and Tourism, Pretoria, South Africa  

Viljoen, P.C. 1996. Ecological aerial surveys (EAS) in the Kruger National Park. Summary of current methodology: 

1996 update. Unpublished report. South African National Parks, Skukuza, South Africa 

Anonymous. 1998. Cape Peninsula biodiversity conservation project. Project document. Global Environmental 

Facility, World Bank, Washington, D.C., USA 

Data: 
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National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration. 1995-2000. National climatic data center climatological data 

summary: California. Volumes 99 – 104. NOAA Asheville, North Carolina, USA 

Unpublished manuscript: 

Owen-Smith, N. 1996. Ecological guideline for water points in extensive protected areas. Unpublished 

manuscript. Conservation International, Cape Town. Western Cape Province, South Africa 

Thesis / Dissertation 

Rashbrook, V.K. 1989. Interactions between ants, herbivorous insects and bracken (Pteridium aquilium), a fern 

with extrafloral nectarines. MSc thesis. Rhodes University, Grahamstown, South Africa 

Remember to avoid using websites as these are not reliable 

Electronic resources: 

 Newspaper article:  

Anonymous, 2002. Corruption: a threat to sustainable development. The Jakaria Post 6 June 

(http://202.58.67.35/HeadlineNews/02_11.asp#Story_06). Accessed 2 December 2007 

 Software: 

Environmental Systems Research Institute (ESRI). 2000. ARC version 8.0.2. ERSI, Redlands, California, USA 

 Conference talk: 

Vrdoljak, M. 2002. Cast in stone: spatial narratives in the face of democracy. Conference Proceedings, 8th Annual 

Qualitative Methods Conference. 5 – 10 July 2002. 

 

Raw data may be included as an APPENDIX only if it will be of value to the reader, especially management. 

 

Appendices 

There are several kinds of information which should not form part of the main body or a report, but which 

should be relegated to appendices. In general, long and complicated tables of figures, long extracts from other 

reports, sample documents, bibliographies, etc, should be excluded from the text but included at the back of a 

report for the benefit of those readers who need to check the detail. There should be a reference in the text to 

any appended material.  

 

Definition of terms 

It adds value to your work to define or the terms used in your research report that readers may not understand. 

Also some terms have multiple meanings and your definition of terms used in your report will ensure clarity and 

precision of relating the information to your readers.  

 

Name your files so that your name and title of the report is clearly visible. 

 

http://202.58.67.35/HeadlineNews/02_11.asp#Story_06
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Basic descriptive statistics are sufficient for most reports and assessments at this level. These include statistics 

such as percentages, means or averages, counts etc.  

 

Conclusion 

Writing is not an easy task especially when you have to follow particular guidelines, however with practice and 

constructive criticism everyone can produce an outstanding report. Keep in mind who you are writing for and 

why you are writing the report.  

 

Types of Scientific Writing  

The second type of scientific research which you as a manager are likely to come across is the research report. 

This is written after the research project has been completed, or if it is a progress report, it will report on 

research done so far.  

 

The purpose of a research report is to give details of the research done (what, why etc.) and, importantly, on the 

results and conclusions draw from the results. The report usually contains detailed information on how the 

research was conducted, how the data were analysed, the results and the implications of the results.  

 

The section explaining how the research was done (methods) should be clear and detailed enough for somebody 

to be able to repeat the measurements or experiments in the future.  

 

The explanation of the results should be accompanied by graphs and tables. The results should be carefully and 

clearly interpreted in the discussion of the report. In the context of research in a protected area, it is also 

important that the report and then narrow down the issue. For example the following is not a good statement 

as it is personal (“I”) and it does not have any evidence to support it (no previous knowledge: 

 

Examples of Research Report Format  

See below for examples adapted from Cresswell (1994) showing you the way you can set out the format of both 

qualitative and quantitative research projects. 
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GOOD LUCK AND ENJOY WRITING! 

 

Example of Qualitative Study Report Format: 

 

Abstract 

Introduction 

 General Topic 

Statement of problem 

Purpose of the study 

Statement of the research question (hypothesis) 

Definition of terms 

Delimitations and Limitations of the study 

Literature Review 

Procedure 

 Assumptions and rationale for a qualitative 

design 

 Type of design used and why 

 Data collection procedures 

 Data analysis procedures 

 Methods of verification 

Results and conclusions including if hypothesis was 

confirmed or rejected 

Bibliography  

 Appendices 

Example of Quantitative Study Report Format: 

 

Abstract 

Introduction 

Statement of the Problem 

Purpose of the study 

Statement of the research question (hypothesis)  

Literature Review 

Methods 

 Research Design 

 Sample, Population or Subjects 

 Instruments and Materials 

 Variables in the Study 

 Data Analysis 

Results 

Conclusion i.e. was hypothesis confirmed or 

rejected 

Bibliography  

Appendices 


