MAE 451
Project Report Guidelines
The MAE 459 course requires the submission of two written reports on your design project efforts – a midterm report and a final report. Since MAE 451 is a precursor for the Design Project course, the same guidelines for report writing will be used in this class as in MAE 459. The outline that follows is intended to provide common guidelines for all project reports. While some flexibility is allowed, this outline does provide the basic structure that typical project reports should follow. Each section of your report should include not only the technical aspects of your problem but any business aspects as well.

Report Guidelines
Abstract:
This first section of your project report should provide a brief summary or abstract of the material contained in the report. Always keep in mind, that the “abstract” is intended to summarize the project, not to summarize the report. In about half a page, briefly introduce the problem and summarize your solution and conclusions. Normally, you would want to place the abstract on a page by itself at the front of the report.

Introduction:
As you introduce the problem, you should provide some background information for the project. For example, if your project is being done for a company or a sponsor, a brief description of the company’s or sponsor’s business is appropriate and an indication of why your project is important to the sponsor should be included. Describe any special constraints that may limit your design problem solution, including, for example, cost and manufacturing constraints, or other constraints that your solution must satisfy. After you have introduced the problem concisely, you can use two or three sentences to highlight the contents of your report.

Scope and Goals:
This is where you should specifically describe your contribution to solving the design problem. If others have previously worked on the problem, you can say so here and indicate where you fit into the solution. If there are several aspects to the problem and you are working on a portion of it, you can describe that. Conclude this section by declaring the specific goals of your design work. As the project ends, if there is a “next step” that should be taken by the next person or group to work on the project, state that clearly.

Solution:
This is the body of your report and describes the details of your work. Rather than actually using the title “Solution” for this section, this central part of your report should be divided into several sections each with its appropriate title. As you describe your solution, if any one section becomes more than a page or so long, use subheadings to organize your material and help guide the reader through it. Many of your figures, graphs, tables, etc. will be included here. Be certain that you refer to and discuss every figure that you use (otherwise, why use it?). Typically you will want to have the figures integrated right into the text. In this case, the figure should appear just after it is mentioned. Alternatively, the figures may be placed at the end of the report in proper order. In both cases, THE FIGURES SHOULD BE CAREFULLY NUMBERED AND TITLED and referred to by number as you mention them. 

Results:
This is where you describe the results of your work. This section should not be as detailed as the “Solutions” section but more detailed than the “Conclusions” section that follows. Here you make use of the solution material that you have just presented and focus on the end results. You may refer by number to any figures, graphs, tables used earlier. You may also introduce an additional figure or two but these should only be the most important ones leading up to your conclusions. Comments on the quality of your results or design are also appropriate here. Is your design now completed or is additional effort needed to finalize it? 

Conclusions:
State your final comments on the project in this section. Did you achieve your goals? Have you solved the problem completely or at least completed this phase of the work? If cost or other specific constraints have been a major factor in your project, discuss how well your solution satisfies these requirements. For your midterm report - the conclusions related to your midterm deliverable should be included here.

References:
Through out your report, remember that any statement of fact that you offer should be authenticated by indicating a reference which verifies it. Any previous work related to your project should be referenced. Any background work that you have used or found should also be referenced. A useful technical report must include the reference material on which it was based. Your references should be complete and show author, title, journal or magazine, publisher and date of publication. If you reference a web page – show the address, your date of accessing it and give credit to the author and organization.

Using Personal Pronouns

Your design project report should be a technical report focusing on your project. It’s the project that’s of interest. The report should not be a personal story describing your adventures or your group’s adventures during your design project. If you’d like to give me some insight into your personal experience, I’d be glad to get an Email but please don’t include personal items in your report.

The body of your technical report should NOT contain phrases like:

“I was given a project on rusty ball bearings. My supervisor told me that the bearings …” (there’s four personal pronouns here) 

The traditional way to write technical reports is to avoid the use of personal pronouns and, in fact, to almost never use them. It’s actually fairly easy to avoid “I” by shifting to a passive voice. For example, instead of something like:

“I plotted the data and then saw that …”

say,

 “Plotting the data shows that …”

Or, instead of:

“I chose to use a ball bearing because …”

say,

“A ball bearing was selected because …”

In recent years there has been somewhat more acceptance of the use of “I” or “We” in technical reports but the repeated use of personal pronouns still has a very nonprofessional tone. It is accepted most easily when it is necessary to indicate responsibility for a significant decision. But, it is definitely best to use “I” or “me” or “my” (or “we”, “us” or “our”) as little as possible, probably no more than two or three times in a technical report.

