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Keeping a Laboratory Notebook 
 
A lab notebook is one of a scientist’s most valuable tools. It is an essential part of “doing good science”. A 
properly kept notebook is the one place where all of your methods, data, and ideas are captured. 
Whether it is related to a course laboratory report or a manuscript submitted to a journal, there should 
never be any scientific information that hasn’t first been recorded in your lab notebook. In contrast, there 
may be a lot of information in your lab notebook that doesn’t necessarily make it into the final report. The 
notebook captures everything that was done, including methods used, errors made, results collected, and 
interpretations made. 
 
Rules of Thumbs 

 Write in ballpoint ink (not pencil or marker)  

 Be clear, concise, and complete. Another student in the class should know what you did and the 
purpose of the experiment. He/she should be able to use only the lab handout and your notebook 
to exactly reproduce the experiment without any other assistance. They should understand your 
data and the conclusion you drew based on the data 

 Record experiments that “fail” as accurately and in as much detail as those that succeed.  

 Write as you go. Write what you are doing, not what you did. 

 Use scientific terminology correctly and whenever possible. Refer to instruments and glassware 
by their correct names so others are clear what you are referring to. If you don’t know the name of 
something, ask! 

 Cross out errors with a single strikethrough. You should still be able to read what was crossed out, 
in case you later find out the mistake wasn’t a mistake after all! 

 
Organization & Content 

On the cover. Write your name, email or phone number, and course number on the front of the book. 

First two pages of notebook. Use these for your table of contents (TOC). Fill in the TOC as you go. 

On every page used. Include the date, your initials/name, and the experiment title 

Each day in lab 

 begin a new page. Mark an X through any blank space left on the page for the previous entry. 

 Write a few sentences describing the goal of the day’s work and briefly, the approach to meeting 
that goal 

 
For each experiment 

 Record methods used in detail, including brands and models of instruments, equipment and 
glassware used, the order in which things were done, what was done in the hood, purity of reagents 
(if you have that information). You do not have to repeat what is already written in the lab 
handout. 

 A good drawing can save several pages of writing and often conveys a better sense of the 
experimental setup you want to describe than words alone could do. Make drawings big enough to 
allow labels and comments to be written alongside appropriate parts.  

 Record your observations and results in detail. Don’t forget units! 

 If you are recording data that requires some calculation include the equation used and show which 
numbers were plugged in where 

 Tape printouts of your graphs or Excel data tables directly into your notebook. Graphs must include: 
a title; x- and y-axis labels; a legend defining the symbols (if more than one data series is plotted) 

 Briefly interpret each result, describing what it revealed to you, what it means.  

 Discuss the results in ~ 1-2 paragraphs after you have collected and analyzed your data. This section 
provides you with the opportunity to reflect on your methods and results. It is a section where you 
truly “think in the notebook” about what your data mean, how the experiment could be improved, what 
the applications and implications of your results are. DO NOT simply restate the results.  


