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This is a reprint of the portion of the Columbus Police Officer Study Guide that deals with writing 
a complete Police Incident Report. As cautioned in the tutorial on Incident Report Writing, this 
type of testing is NOT common on entry tests for most agencies in the US. This portion of the 

exam is designed to test your writing skills, as well as your knowledge of correct language 
usage such as spelling, grammar, punctuation and capitalization. Columbus PD uses this test 
as part of their written exam. I have not reprinted the other portions of the Study Guide here.
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PHASE II 
WRITING SAMPLE 

For the writing sample portion of the test, you will be asked to complete an Incident 
Report based on the content of a video that you will view. In the video, an officer will be 
questioning a person, or persons, in order to gather information for an Incident Report. 
You are encouraged to take notes of what you see and hear while viewing the video on 
the blank note paper provided. After viewing the video, you will be given one hour to 
complete an Incident Report with the aid of your notes.  

The Incident Report consists of two sections: 1) a form completion section and 2) a 
narrative section describing what happened.  Information or details contained in the 
form do not need to be repeated in the narrative (for example: date of birth, social 
security number, address, phone numbers) unless it is essential for clarity (for example, 
names).  Both sections of the Incident Report will assess your information analysis and 
writing skill.  

Scoring Dimensions: 

Your writing sample will be scored based on two dimensions: Information Analysis and 
Writing Skill. In assessing the information analysis, the completeness, accuracy, and 
organization of the overall report will be evaluated.  In assessing the writing skill, 
spelling, grammar, word choice/usage, sentence structure, punctuation, and 
capitalization will be evaluated. Candidates may use a non-electronic dictionary and/or 
thesaurus. Candidates are encouraged to bring and use such resources. Below is a 
more detailed description of each of the scoring dimensions. 

Information Analysis: 

 Completeness: How much of the relevant information from the video is included in 
the report? 

 Accuracy: How much of the information is correct and specific? 

 Organization: How well are the facts organized into a logical or meaningful order? 

Writing Skill: 

 Spelling/Word Choice/Usage/Grammar: Are words spelled correctly, and are they 
used properly (for example, words are not overused or used incorrectly)?  Is correct 
grammar used, and is word choice/usage appropriate (for example, slang is not 
used and correct tense is used)? 

 Punctuation/Capitalization:  Are words capitalized correctly and sentences 
punctuated appropriately?  
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 Sentence Structure: Are sentences complete and properly constructed?  

 While maintaining accuracy and conciseness, a variety of sentence structures and 
word choice should be used.  Conciseness means being brief and effective.  A 
concisely written narrative will provide all of the necessary information without using 
a large number of words.   

The following example illustrates the concept of conciseness: 

Wordy: The teacher demonstrated some of the various ways and methods for cutting 
words from my essay that I had written for class.  (22 words) 

Concise:   The teacher demonstrated methods for cutting words from my essay. 
                 (10 words) 

You are expected to print your response legibly. If your writing cannot be read, you will 
not get credit. The report should be complete, well-organized, and concise. The form 
completion section should be neat and accurate. The narrative section should consist of 
complete sentences and paragraphs instead of an outline or bullet points. The narrative 
section of your report must fit in the amount of space provided. You may use a non-
electronic dictionary and/or thesaurus during this phase. You are not allowed to write in 
them. You may not share your dictionary or thesaurus with other candidates. No 
electronic devices are permitted. 

Important Tips: 

Before You Watch the Writing Sample Video: 
1.   Study the scoring dimensions so you know how your writing sample will be 

assessed. 

2.   Attend an information session to practice completing an incident report. 

3.   Whenever possible, practice the skills necessary for performing the writing sample 
examination. For example, you might watch a news program and practice writing 
descriptions of the content of news stories.  

4.  At the test site, review the Relevant Information Sheet, the scenario information, 
and the form provided to you prior to showing the video. 

While You Watch the Video (Gathering Information for the Incident Report): 
1.   Take notes.  

2.   Answer these six important questions: Who? What? When? Where? Why? How?   

3.   Do not fabricate any information. The relevant information is explicit in the video. 

4. Do not ignore conflicting or inconsistent information. 
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After You Watch the Video (Completing the Incident Report): 
1.   Make an outline to organize your thoughts.   

2.   Complete the form portion of the Incident Report (See the next section—“Additional 
Tips”). 

3.   Draft your narrative response, avoiding unnecessary detail. 

4.   Be concise. Be specific and include important details, using only necessary words. 

5.   Present the information in a logical and meaningful order. 

6.   Check for proper spelling, word choice/usage, and grammar. 

7.   Check for proper punctuation and capitalization in your form and the narrative 
portions of your Incident Report. 

8.   Check for proper sentence structure. 

9. Check for accuracy, completeness, and organization. Ensure that all relevant 
information is included in the form or the narrative. 

Additional Tips: 

Search for “Who, What, When, Where, Why, and How”

These six words correspond to six general types of information that should be used 
when describing the content of the video. The Incident Report is likely to be incomplete 
if it leaves out any of these pieces of information. To gather the information described 
by these six words, answer the following six questions: 

1. Who is directly involved in the incident? This would include witnesses, victims, and 
suspects. 

2. What happened? 

3. When did it happen? 

4. Where did it happen? 

5. Why did it happen?  

6. How did it happen? 

Quick Tip: Use your blank note paper to help you organize the information before you 
write your Incident Report.   
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Relevant Information: 

Relevant information will vary, depending on report type. Examples of relevant 
information for different types of reports are listed below. For example, the value of 
stolen property is relevant to a robbery report, but may not be relevant in a missing 
person report. Be sure that you are familiar with the types of information you would be 
expected to include in the incident report.  

Please note that the following are examples of relevant information—not exhaustive 
lists of all possible information. If the information is important to a clear understanding 
of “Who, What, When, Where, Why, and How,” then it is relevant. 

On test day, you will be provided a list of relevant information related to the test 
scenario, similar to what is provided in this study guide. It is important that you watch 
and listen to the video because the relevant information should be included in your 
response. 

RELEVANT INFORMATION – MISSING PERSON: 

A Missing Person Report is filed when a person is not where he or she is expected to 
be, and his or her absence may have been involuntary or there is the possibility of 
danger.  

• Incident information (incident #, badge #’s, assignment #, car #, date and time of 
dispatch, location) 

• Relevant information for caller and witness/family member, if known (name, 
address, phone numbers, date of birth, social security number) 

• Caller’s relation to missing person
• Location where missing person was last seen 
• Missing person’s place of employment or schooling 
• Date and time where missing person was last seen or range of time, if exact is not 

available 
• Sequence of events 
• Description of missing person (name, address, phone number, date of birth, social 

security number, sex, race, age, height, weight, hair and eye color, and clothing) 
• Does missing person normally stay in contact with parties involved? 
• Include any instructions given by police personnel to all parties involved 
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RELEVANT INFORMATION –  PROPERTY DESTRUCTION: 

A Property Destruction Report is filed when any tangible or intangible damage to 
property, in any degree, results in loss of its value or interferes with its use or 
enjoyment. This does not include wear and tear occasioned by normal use.  

• Incident information (incident #, badge #’s, assignment #, car #, date and time of 
dispatch, location) 

• Date and time of occurrence or range of time, if exact is not available 
• Relevant information for victim, and witness(es) if known (name, address, phone 

numbers, date of birth, social security number) 
• If a vehicle is involved, full description of vehicle if known (year, make, model, color, 

and license plate #) 
• Determine if property is insured 
• Specific damage to property and value of damage if known 
• Sequence of events 
• Information provided by witness(es) 
• Description of suspect(s) if known (name, address, phone number, sex, race, age, 

height, weight, hair and eye color, clothing, and any other physical descriptions) 
• Does victim wish to prosecute? 
• Include any instructions given by police personnel to all parties involved 

RELEVANT INFORMATION – UNAUTHORIZED USE OF A VEHICLE: 

An Unauthorized Use of a Vehicle Report is filed for any unauthorized use or operation 
of an aircraft, motor vehicle, motorboat, or other motor-propelled vehicle without the 
consent of the owner or person authorized to give consent. 

• Incident information (incident #, badge #’s, assignment #, car #, date and time of 
dispatch, location) 

• Date and time of occurrence or range of time, if exact is not available 
• Location of incident (vehicle last seen) 
• Any evidence at scene 
• Relevant information for caller, victim, and witness(es) if known (name, address, 

phone numbers, date of birth, social security number) 
• License plate(s) of vehicle(s) involved in the incident 
• Full description of victim’s vehicle (year, make, model, color and value, along with 

any specific damage or added features) 
• Determine if vehicle is insured 
• Sequence of events 
• Description of suspect(s) if known (name, address, phone number, sex, race, age, 

height, weight, hair and eye color, clothing, and any other physical descriptions) 
• Include any instructions given by police personnel to all parties involved 
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RELEVANT INFORMATION – HIT SKIP (HIT AND RUN) MOTOR VEHICLE 
INCIDENT: 

A Hit Skip (Hit and Run) Motor Vehicle Incident Report is filed regarding anyone who 
causes an accident and leaves before help arrives; this is usually a vehicle driver who 
flees from the scene of an accident in which he is involved. 

• Incident information (incident #, badge #’s, assignment #, car #, date and time of 
dispatch, location) 

• Date and time of occurrence or range of time, if exact is not available 
• Road conditions at time of accident 
• Posted speed limits 
• Relevant information for caller, victim, and witness(es) if known (name, address, 

phone numbers, date of birth, social security number) 
• License plate(s) of vehicle(s) involved in the incident 
• Full description of vehicles involved, if known (year, make, model, color and license 

plate #)  
• Description of suspect(s) if known (name, address, phone number, sex, race, age, 

height, weight, hair and eye color and, clothing, and any other physical 
descriptions) 

• Sequence of events 
• Witness description of incident and/or driver of hit-skip vehicle  
• Can the caller/victim/witness(es) identify suspect(s)? 
• Include any instructions given by police personnel to all parties involved 

RELEVANT INFORMATION – MISUSE OF CREDIT CARDS: 

A Misuse of Credit Cards (one form of identity theft) Incident Report is filed regarding 
any misuse of credit cards.  This includes falsely obtaining credit cards and falsely 
procuring credit cards. 

• Incident information (incident #, badge #’s, assignment #, car #, date and time of 
dispatch, location) 

• Date and time of occurrence or range of time, if exact is not available 
• Relevant information for caller, victim, and witness(es) if known (name, address, 

phone numbers, date of birth, social security number) 
• Listing of all stolen items (credit card or debit card, including company, personal 

checks, or payroll checks, utilities, wallet, etc.)  
• Amount of charge, and location(s) transaction took place (name of grocery store, 

retail store)  
• Description of how suspect gained possession, if known 
• Description of suspect(s) if known (name, address, phone number, sex, race, age, 

height, weight, hair and eye color, clothing, and any other physical descriptions) 
• Description of any evidence at scene 
• Sequence of events 
• Did victim cancel cards, and/or close accounts?  
• Include any instructions given by police personnel to all parties involved 
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RELEVANT INFORMATION – SIMPLE ASSAULT: 

A Simple Assault Incident Report is filed when someone causes or attempts to cause 
physical harm to another person. 

• Incident information (incident #, badge #’s, assignment #, car #, date and time of 
dispatch, location) 

• Relevant information for caller, witness, and victim, if known (name, address, phone 
numbers, date of birth, social security number) 

• Address of occurrence 
• Date and time of occurrence or range of time, if exact is not available 
• Relevant information for caller, victim, and witness(es) if known (name, address, 

phone numbers, date of birth, social security number) 
• Description of suspect(s) if known (name, address, phone number, sex, race, age, 

height, weight, hair and eye color and, clothing, and any other physical 
descriptions) 

• Description of physical evidence (marks or bruises, weapons, video) 
• Sequence of events 
• Can the caller/victim/witness(es) identify suspect(s)? 
• Include any instructions given by police personnel to all parties involved 

RELEVANT INFORMATION – SHOPLIFTING: 

A Shoplifting Incident Report is filed regarding any unlawful taking of property from a 
retail establishment. 

• Incident information (incident #, badge #’s, assignment #, car #, date and time of 
dispatch, location) 

• Address of occurrence 
• Date and time of occurrence or range of time, if exact is not available 
• Relevant information for caller, victim, and witness(es) if known (name, address, 

phone numbers, date of birth, social security number) 
• Description of how suspect entered and/or exited the building (points of entry/exit 

and any evidence of each) 
• Description of any stolen property (estimated value of stolen property including 

prices and serial numbers if available)  
• Description of suspect(s) if known (name, address, phone number, sex, race, age, 

height, weight, hair and eye color, clothing, and any other physical descriptions) 
• Description of any evidence at scene 
• Sequence of events 
• Can the caller/victim/witness(es) identify suspect(s)? 
• Include any instructions given by police personnel to all parties involved 
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Sample Scenario: 

The following examples of a passing and failing writing sample are based on the 
practice writing sample video available on the Civil Service website at 
csc.columbus.gov. 

                   or         http://youtu.be/hY1LukxY4c4

The following section is an example of scenario information that will be provided in 
writing on test day. 

MISSING PERSON SCENARIO: 

You are a police officer with the Columbus Division of Police.  Your name is Officer 
Jordan Sanders, badge # 214, and your precinct assignment is 5B6.  You are working 
in cruiser #50.  You and your partner were dispatched on October 31st to a private 
residence at 3146 Mayfair Drive, Columbus, OH  43221 to handle a missing persons 
report.  The caller is Mary Russell.  You were dispatched at 6:00 p.m. and arrive at 6:11 
p.m. 

The scenes you are about to view will show your partner, Officer Steven Potter, 
interviewing the caller and a family member.  Officer Potter’s badge # is 324.  You are 
to complete an incident report form and write a descriptive passage detailing the facts 
as presented in the scenes and narrative.  Your incident number for this run is 143.  
Assume the incident happened in the current year. 

Example of a Passing Writing Sample: 

The following example, on pages 25 to 27, illustrates an acceptable and passing 
incident report of the sample scenario. The fill-in section is accurate and complete and 
displays proper spelling and capitalization. Note that all fields are filled in with specific 
information or the word “unknown” if information is not provided in the scenario.  The 
narrative section is divided into paragraphs, displays proper spelling, grammar, word 
choice/usage, punctuation, capitalization, and sentence structure.  The narrative is also 
concise, accurate, and well organized.  Information contained in the fill-in section is only 
repeated in the narrative when necessary for clarity.  For example, names are 
necessary in the narration section to adequately identify the caller, the witness, and the 
missing person in the sequence of events.  A passing Incident Report includes the 
relevant information and answers who, what, when, where, why, and how the incident 
took place.  

http://youtu.be/hY1LukxY4c4
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Example of a Failing Writing Sample: 

The following example, on pages 29 to 32, illustrates an unacceptable and failing 
incident report of the sample scenario.  The form completion section is inaccurate, and 
many fields are left blank.  The narrative section displays incorrect spelling, grammar, 
word choice/usage, sentence structure, punctuation, and capitalization, and it is not 
divided into paragraphs. The narrative is inaccurate; it is vague, contains fabricated 
information, and lacks important details.  A poor incident report lacks relevant 
information and does not adequately answer who, what, when, where, why, and how 
the incident took place.  
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