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Keeping a Good Lab Notebook


This handout is an aid to help you write your lab notebook. Lab notebooks as I told you have become legal documents and have a great deal of complexity. Here I am giving you the basics. Please adhere to these guidelines. The laboratory notebook is your record of all your lab work. Learning to keep an accurate and logical record of your lab work is an important part of your science education. Follow these guidelines when documenting your work in your lab notebook.

General Considerations:

1. Right hand pages: Record what actually was done in the lab.

2. Left hand pages: This is where your preparatory work and rough work is recorded. For example: do rough calculations here.

3. Use black or blue ink (ball point pens only) at all times. Do not write in red. Do not use pencils for lab work. 

4. Strike out mistakes with a single line. Do not attempt to erase or deface any entry. Mistakes are expected in a lab book, and sometimes turn out to be correct. Occasionally they lead to valuable insights. Never hide them.

5. Be as neat as possible. Although the tidiness of your notes is not in itself critical, the legibility and clarity are. Use paper freely; leave space for afterthoughts or corrections.

6. Label and permanently attach graphs, photos, drawings, required handouts or other materials. Anything loose will eventually get lost or be thrown away.

Specifics:

1. When you start a lab investigation, always start a new page, and put down the title of the experiment, the date, your name and the names of your lab partners. 

2. If using a special apparatus, make a diagram of it, including any important dimensions. A diagram makes the description of the experiment easier and clearer (picture = 1000 words). It also defines some of the variables you are measuring. If the handout I have given you includes a good diagram cut it out and stick it in your book with tape (not glue or staples). You can also cut and paste the procedure.

3. Define all variables and include units when recording data. Think about your data and try to record it in an organized manner. Tables are the best way to do this. Before you start the experiment think about designing one to make that horrible list of numbers look cleaner. As well as the raw data add observations such as “spilled approx. 0.3 ml of sample”.

4. Include calculations of theoretical predictions and experimental results. Make it clear what principles you are using, and show all formulas and equations.

5. Consider what your results and observations tell you about the validity of the theory or the effectiveness of the experiment? Which of your results are noteworthy or curious and why? What uncontrolled and/or unmeasured factors might have affected the experiment? Do your results raise any interesting questions, and can you suggest additional experiments to answer them?

6. Ideally a lab journal would allow another student to repeat the experiment in the lab to verify your findings without consulting any other source for instructions. This does not mean that the report needs to be a final authority on the subject, only that it will provide sufficient information for someone who was not present when the experiment was done to understand what the experiment was about, what equipment was used and the procedures used to perform the experiment.

Adapted from: 

www.cabrillo.cc.ca.us/~jmccullough/physics4a/ files/4A_lab_notebook.pdf

http://www.umanitoba.ca/chemistry/courses/chem339/labprocs/labbook.html
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