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• Midyear report draft (Nov 9). From the course syllabus:

Report Timeline



• Midyear report (Nov 23). From the course syllabus:

Report Timeline



Reports
• The report should be written in the style of a physics journal article, with an 

abstract, and introduction, sections that make up the body, and a conclusion. 
� An abstract gives a very brief summary of the context of the report and the main 

conclusions – lets people decide whether to read the full paper. Generally abstracts do 
not include references, as they are sometimes listed separately from the main paper.

• You should aim to give the background context to, and motivation for, your 
work; describe (and justify/explain, where appropriate) the approach you are 
taking and progress to date; and outline your path forward. Your goal should 
be to convey that you know what you are doing, that you understand the 
context of your project, that you are driving the project (i.e. “charting your own 
path” with guidance from your advisor, not just mechanically doing what you 
are told to do), and that you are on a good path to completing a strong thesis.

• No more than 10 pages including figures. Text should be single spaced and at 
least 12 pt font. The bibliography and the timeline for winter semester do not 
count towards either limit. Two-column or single column layout is acceptable.

• Relevant literature/background articles should be properly cited. Either 
Physical Review (references listed by [#]) or Astrophysical Journal (references 
listed by author (year)) type citations may be used.
� Guidelines (and LaTeX templates) for each are available in the “for authors” section of 

the publisher’s web sites.



Physical 
Review 
Style



Astro-
physical 
Journal 
Style



Audience
• The reports (and presentations) should be accessible to an advanced 

undergraduate physics student, a graduate student, or a faculty 
member outside the specific subfield of your report.  This is especially 
important for the abstract, introduction, and conclusions.  Some of the 
middle sections may involve more technical material to allow you to 
highlight your achievements and goals.

• This will probably mean that you will want to include more background 
material than a typical journal article would.  Aim for a report that is 
self-contained so that the reader is not forced to dig through the 
references in order to understand it – the references can provide the 
details, but the key point(s) of the reference should be conveyed in the 
report. Avoid extraneous material that will distract the reader from the 
story you are trying to tell – e.g. it is probably not necessary to include 
every step in a mathematical derivation (if it is particularly important 
you might include it in an appendix).

• I find that students often worry too much about “boring” their audience. 
It is important that you save room to highlight your contributions, but 
even the research experts will appreciate a clear, pedagogical 
explanation of the topic. Plus, it helps to demonstrate your mastery of 
the field.



Figures and Tables
• You may wish to (and are encouraged to!) include figures and tables. 

These count towards the 10 page limit.

• On figures, make sure curves are think enough, and symbols, 
legends, axis labels, etc are large enough, to be easily read in a 
printed version (or if shown in a talk). Check the final version to 
ensure that the image quality was not degraded when embedded in 
your document and printed to PDF format.

• Figures and Tables should be numbered, and each should be 
discussed in the text. The caption should give only the essentials of 
understanding the figure, with discussions of relevance, etc, in the 
text.

• Include only figures that are central to the story you are trying to 
tell. There is a balance to be made between wasting space on a 
figure that is too sparse and having figures that are cluttered and 
difficult to interpret because they try to do too much.



Grading & Tips
• Your report will be graded by two research experts plus your supervisor.

• Your grade will be based on both content and presentation. Spelling, 
grammar, organization, and flow are all important.
� See marking template for additional description of expectations and relative 

weightings

• There are lots of very good guides to scientific writing available (e.g. 
Reviews of Modern Physics has a very nice “Guide to Writing a Better 
Scientific Article” available at 
https://cdn.journals.aps.org/files/rmpguapa.pdf. Advice about active vs. 
passive voice, economy of writing, momentum, grammar, title choice, etc.  

• The Queen’s Writing Centre (https://sass.queensu.ca – go to “book an 
appointment”) can also provide tips, and will read over your draft report 
and provide (stylistic) feedback

https://cdn.journals.aps.org/files/rmpguapa.pdf
https://sass.queensu.ca/


Oral Presentations
• Your talk should follow the same outline as your report, with some key 

points emphasized. 
� Additional details can be placed in “backup slides” that can be shown if they 

are needed during questions.

• The presentation marking template is available for reference.

• Oral presentations should be 10 minutes in length, with 10 minutes for 
questions.

• Your committee consists of your supervisor, two expert examiners, and 
the 590 coordinator.
� Presentations are open to all 590 students and other members of the 

Department, but you do not have to attend all talks.

• Oral presentations will be held in early December
� I will circulate a poll to determine your availabilities and distribute the 

schedule in advance.

• You may use your own computer to present if you wish, but please 
either email me your talk in advance or have it on a memory stick in 
case of technical issues (I have both PowerPoint and KeyNote, but PDF 
is safer to avoid scrambled formatting!).

• Please include slide numbers!



Talk Tips (from Prof. Widrow)
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