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Evaluate the suitability of academic essays and reports 

in giving evidence to the learning of university students. 
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Evaluate the suitability of academic essays and reports in 

giving evidence to the learning of university students.  

Introduction 

What is an essay? An organised collection of your ideas about literary 

texts nicely written and professionally presented.  In other words, 

the essay must be well structured (i.e. organised) and presented in a 

way that the reader finds easy to follow and clear.           

(University of Birmingham) 

A report is a more highly structured form of writing than say, an 

essay, and is designed so that it can be read quickly and accurately. 

(University of Loughborough) 

These two quotations, both from university study skills websites, seem to 

attribute the same qualities (well structured, easy to read) to the two 

different forms of writing this paper will evaluate: academic essays and 

academic reports. As it is unlikely that the only definition of an academic 

report is that it is more structured and easier to read than an essay, it 

seems clear that there must be a better or more definite distinction. 

Further the quotations do not tell us about the purpose of an essay or 

report, or why a student would choose one or other form. Hence, these 

quotes illustrate the way in which, to students, the difference in style and 

purpose of these two forms is not always obvious.   

This essay will attempt to evaluate these two forms of academic writing in 

terms of appropriateness to particular academic tasks, and to differentiate 

them according to their purpose, form and content. It will show how well 

they give evidence to two specific forms of learning and consider whether 

they are appropriate for these in relation to other forms of assessment. 
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Purpose 

For this essay, it is vital to consider what kind of learning is given evidence 

by the two assessment types, and what would be the intended purpose of an 

academic setting one or other assignment type for students. 

When writing an academic essay, it is expected that the student will 

research and draw on existing knowledge and theories from researchers and 

writers working in their discipline. From this point, for an essay to be 

considered properly academic and to show university-level thinking, the 

student must draw their own conclusions and make their own argument. 

Subjective points of view may be acceptable, but they must be given 

evidence from reliable sources; opinions can be given but only through 

reasoned argument based on evidence. 

In contrast, an academic report must be wholly objective because the 

purpose of a report is to give evidence to information gathered through 

experimentation, survey, case study or other research activities. The aim of 

a report is to further the writer’s (and other people’s) knowledge and 

understanding.  Most often a report will make proposals and perhaps 

recommend an action to solve a problem. (Monash University, 2007) 

Further, Heather Silyn-Roberts (2007), writing for the International Journal 

of Engineering Education, draws the distinction: 

Reports are often skimmed or selectively read; therefore the order of 

placement of information and the formatting critically affect the 

reader's ability to be able to access the required information. In 

contrast, essays present an argument in a linear form, and are meant 

to be read from beginning to end.   

The issue for this essay is whether these two forms of writing do effectively 

give evidence to these different types of learning, and does their form, 

structure and content match them to their purpose and reading style. 
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Form 

In this case, ‘form’ is defined as “the manner of arranging and coordinating 

parts for a pleasing or effective result, as in literary composition”. 

(Dictionary.com) 

The form of a report, in terms of its presentation, can be seen to be most 

closely matched to its purpose, as explained by Silyn-Roberts (2007),  

The aim of a … report should be to maximize the ease of retrieval of 

information by the reader. It should not have to be read from 

beginning to end; it should be structured so that readers are able to 

extract only the information that they need. 

That is why it is generally expected that reports will be clearly separated 

with section heading and sub-headings, a contents page, an initial abstract 

or summary at the beginning and a section on background. These allow the 

reader to make choices about which sections are most relevant to them and 

to gather the information they need as quickly as possible. 

In the types of learning activities that lead to academic reports, it could be 

possible to see that other forms of assessment could be applied. For 

instance, student could be asked to provide a collection of notes, 

experiment records, survey documents, etc. These would seem to give 

evidence to the research, and hence learning process, that the student went 

through, and could very usefully be used for formative evaluation during the 

process. They are also sometimes used as appendices to the academic 

report. However, they do not give adequate evidence to the product of the 

process, the conclusion of the research or solution to the problem that the 

academic report is aimed at presenting. Whether it is ideal or not, the 

nature of university assessment that a report usually addresses is summative 

– a consideration of a final point that the student reaches, and to what 

extent the paper gives evidence to the desired criteria and goals. 

In contrast to the report, and as Silyn-Roberts was previously quoted saying, 

the academic essay is written to be read from beginning to end. This is 
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because it usually involves the development of some form of explanation, 

persuasion or argument. She also states that, “Its purpose is the 

development of a logical argument without the aid of visual formatting, 

relying only on word choice to present that argument”. What Silyn-Roberts 

is saying here is that an essay should not have headed sections and possibly 

too that it does not require a contents page, as these encourage selective 

reading. Indeed, for many academics it would be inappropriate to include 

these elements of formatting in an essay. However, it is perhaps the 

influence of new media at play, as modern readers become accustomed to 

web pages and other formats consistently divided into sections with 

headings, that there are now academics who would prefer to see such 

divisions in an essay, perhaps for no other reason than for ease of reading 

and to make the writer’s thought process as transparent as possible. It is, of 

course, the student’s responsibility to find out the marking criteria and 

layout expectations that their particular tutors have.  

Whether using section headings or not, academic essays are still expected to 

have a very rigid form. 

Your essay needs a strong and coherent structure if you are to 

convince your reader of your case. Central to this is the process of 

building an argument (this is, making each point follow on from the 

previous one). (Redman, 2006) 

An essay is about exploring a subject and detailing all the author’s 

conclusions to the reader. There is a fixed main structure of introduction, 

main body and conclusion used in every correctly written essay (Oshimo and 

Hogue,1999) that is put in place in order to guide the reader through the 

paper, and through the writer’s thinking process. 

As with reports, it may be possible to propose other forms of assessment 

that serve the same purpose as the academic essay. For instance, a learning 

journal in which the student records all of the stages of their planning, 

investigation and other learning stages; or a student portfolio may be 

collected in which the student gathers various forms of evidence for their 
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learning, perhaps in short reports, speculative arguments, brainstorming 

records, etc. However, as was observed for reports, these alternatives tend 

to be driven more towards evidencing the processes involved in learning, 

whereas the traditional purpose of the essay is summative, showing the 

point of understanding or the final conclusion that the student reaches from 

their learning. The evidence of the processes should be inherent in the 

development of the essay. 

Content 

The content of an essay is different from that of a report.  An essay usually 

assesses a number of different aspects to draw one conclusion. It explores 

background, theories, current issues, problems, etc. and draws them all 

together to present a final point. Essays can have sections dedicated to the 

background and history of a topic, and the theoretical history or commonly 

accepted values of the topic. These give the writer a solid base on which to 

build their arguments.  In this way, essays showcase academic arguments, 

both those that the student shows understanding of and those that the 

student puts forward themselves. 

An explanation of how an argument will flow within an essay, as given on 

countless study skills resources (such as Solent universities own 

succeed@solent) is that the writer will structure their argument based on 

the process given in the question or topic for their paper (title or thesis 

statement). For instance, the current essay title requires the writer to 

‘evaluate’. Others may ask the writer to ‘compare’, ‘analyse’ or ‘justify’. 

Again, this way of approaching and presenting the content of an essay 

makes this form of assessment peculiarly appropriate to showing how the 

student is developing his or her cognitive, logical or reasoning abilities 

within their chosen field of study. 

In contrast, a report is involved in a much more linear process of description 

or explanation – there is no room for argument or persuasion in a report. It 

generally focuses on a specific issue, problem or challenge (examples given 

by Mounsey (2002) include a report on the quality of life on a council estate 
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or one on the performance of a new computer package). As a report usually 

sets out to discover or point out something new, the background is not as 

important as it is in an essay. It is still essential but can take up significantly 

less space. This means that all the work throughout a report has to be 

concentrated and not stray from the point. It cannot afford to explore any 

tangents and strictly has to stay focused. (Redman, 2006)  

The tight control of content allowable in an academic report makes this 

form suitable to purpose – providing evidence for research results. It is 

worth noting that the report’s usefulness and appropriateness for this 

purpose is what makes it perhaps much more of a ‘real-life’ document, as 

Walmsley states: 

Whereas essays are almost exclusively used for academic purposes, 

the original use of reports is set in business and the world of work.  

Reports are therefore thought to be more related to real life. 

(Walmsley, 2006) 

 

Conclusion 

This essay set out to examine two academic forms of writing – essays and 

reports – and evaluate their suitability to give evidence to the learning of 

university students. The evaluation was approached in terms of their 

purpose, form and content. It also gave some consideration to alternate 

forms of academic assessment. 

From the evidence of writers offering advice on correct academic writing, 

and observation of common practice among academics and students, it is 

clear that essays are used in order to show how a student can take on board 

existing knowledge in their discipline and use this to draw their own 

conclusions and form opinions. Proper academic style requires a fixed 

structure of introduction, main body and conclusion. However, the manner 

in which the topic is dealt with depends on the process of the question or 

title being tackled. 
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On the other hand, reports are used to give evidence to research on a 

restricted topic. They are written so as to allow the reader to read 

selectively, a process that is aided by a fixed structure including sections 

with heading and subheadings.  

From this examination, it has been shown that essays and reports do indeed 

appropriately give evidence of these two different types. It has also been 

explained how they are well-suited to giving evidence to the results or 

products of these learning processes. What may need to be considered, but 

is beyond the scope of this paper, is whether it is sufficient to summatively 

assess these two types of learning or whether other forms of assessment, for 

instance learning journals or student portfolios, may be required as well in 

order to allow for formative assessment evidencing other forms of learning 

and taking greater consideration of the learning processes involved. 
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