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The Steps in Writing Reports 

1. Determine the Audience 

2. Determine the appropriate format(s) 

3. Write important components 

4. Check facts and proof-read 

5. Present draft for final review 

6. Submit the report and use the data! 

(Upcraft & Schuh, 1996) 
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1. Determine the Audience 

• Supervisors 

• NYU Leadership (Dean’s, VPs, Provosts, 
President’s Office) 

• Policymakers 

• Students 

• Legislators 

• Parents 

• Alumni 
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Reading Habits of Policymakers 

In an influential study in the health domain on the gap 
between research and policy (Sorian & Baugh, 2002) 
policymakers reported… 

• They read 27% of what they received in detail 

• Skimmed 53% for general content 

• “Never get to” 35% of the material 

• 49% of the material they receive is not “relevant” to 
their purposes.   
What’s “relevant”? 
– 67% focus on information related to current debates 

– 25% cite impact on “real” people 

– 11% indicated an “easy-to-read” format 
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Reading Habits of Policymakers 

What makes information least useful? 

• 36%: “not relevant or focused on real 

problems” 

• 22%: Too long, dense, or detailed 

• 20%: Too theoretical, technical, or 

“jargony” 

• 19%: Not objective/biased 
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Reading Habits of Policymakers 

Policymakers are more likely to read information if: 

• Information is in short bulleted paragraphs, not 

large blocks of type 

• Charts or graphs are used to illustrate key points 

• It’s provided in print rather than electronically 

(67%), but 27% indicate reading electronic 

materials more often. 

• A recommendation and implications are 

presented (89%) 
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(2) Determine the appropriate format(s) 

• Executive summary 

• “Just-in-time” report 

• Progress report 

• Targeted reports 

• Full report 

• Public report 

• Press release 

• Web-based [interactive] report 

 



Created by Kimberly Yousey, 

Peter Swerdzewski - Copyright 

2007 

(3) Write important components 

• Qualitative Assessment 
– Emergent themes 

– Knowledge gained due to the assessment 

– Raw responses 

– Acknowledged biases 

• Quantitative Assessment 
– Aggregated (objective-level) data 

– Item-level data 

– Demographics 

– Validity threats 

• BOTH: Implications and Recommendations 
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The Executive Summary 
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Objective-Level Reporting 
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Quantitative Data: Item-by-Item Results 
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Quantitative Data: Likert Items 
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Qualitative Data: Summary Coding 
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Qualitative Data: Summary Coding 
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Qualitative Data: Raw Responses 
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Displaying Information 

• Some of Tufte’s (2001) Grand Principles: 

– Enforce wise comparisons (i.e., answer the question, 

“compared with what?) 

– Information for comparison should be placed side-by-

side 

– Completely integrate words, numbers, and images 

– Don’t “dequantify” results to yes/no, on/off, liked/didn’t 

like 

– Most of what happens in design depends upon the 

quality, relevance, and integrity of the content 



Created by Kimberly Yousey, 

Peter Swerdzewski - Copyright 

2007 

Organizing Your Report 

• Put important items first 

• Use headings/tables of contents to making 

skimming easier 

• Make clear connections between 

outcomes and results 

• Include a so-what section 
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(4) Check facts and proof-read 

• Proof-Read!  Do NOT submit a report that 
has not been proof-read by someone (who 
is not the original writer). 

• Quality Control!  For important results, 
have two people conduct the analyses and 
then compare results against one another. 

• Anticipate Issues!  During the QC phase, 
try to anticipate issues or problems that 
stakeholders may have. 
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(5) Present draft for final review 

• *Always* present the report in person to 

the stakeholder(s) 

– PowerPoint is okay, but recognize its 

limitations 

– Provide a one-page “elevator piece” 

– Before going into the briefing, try to find out 

what types of questions will be asked 
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(6) Submit the Report and Use the Data 

• Distribute information widely but 

selectively 

• Include the “so-what” factor  

• Integrate information into conversations 

and decision making 

• Create a follow-up meeting with key 

stakeholders 
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* Final Thoughts * 

• Q: How simple should you make your report? 
A: Think about what the stakeholder usually 
reads.  The New York Times is at a high reading 
level; if they read that, you can write a high-level 
report. 

• Q: What about negative findings? 
A: In an institution, someone will find out…be 
transparent and explain the finding. 

• Q: What if no one wants my results? 
A: Don’t conduct the assessment (see Lee 
Upcraft for details…) 
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