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A typical formal lab report contains the following parts:

1. Tit le

The t i t le of a report should indicate exactly what you have studied:
€.g., The Effects of Light and Temperature on the Growth of the
Bacteriu m, Escherich ia col i.

Th is  t i t le  exp la ins the env i ronmenta l  factors  manipu lated ( l ight  and

temperature), the parameter measured (growth), and the specif ic

organism used (E.  co l i ) .  I f  a  large number  of  var iab les or  organisms

were used, the title could say "Several Factors..." or "Various

Chemicals.. . ."  I t  is unnecessary to include words such as
"Observations on the Effects of..." or "A Report on the Effects of..."

or "A Study on the Effects of...."

Other  examples could inc lude the fo l lowing:

. Morphological studies on the effect of methyl mercury on Black

Duck liver (science)

Relat ionships between perceptual mechanisms for color and

pattern in human vision (psychology)

The in f luence of  re l ig ion on the career  p lans and occupat ional

values of May 1992 college graduates (sociology)

Relat ionship between mineralogy and trace element chemistry in

sediments from two fresh water deltas and one marine delta

within the Fraser River Basin (geology)

2. Introduction

WHY DID YOU STUDY THIS PROBLEM?

The introduction should identi fy the problem or issue and give

background information (histor ical and/or theoret ical) about that



problem. The introduction contains a brief l i terature review which
\ should describe previous research conducted on the problem, and

explain how the current experiment wi l l  help to clar i fy or expand the

knowledge. This information should just i fy why you conducted the

experiment. Al l  references to previous studies should be properly

documented. The introduction should end with a purpose statement

(sometimes in the form of a hypothesis or nul l  hypothesis):  one

sentence which specif ical ly states the question your experiment was

designed to  answer .

€.g., The purpose of this investigation was to determine the effects of

environmentally realistic exposures of acid precipitation on productivity

of field-grown and chamber-grown peanuts

3. Question and Hypothesis
. '- 

WHAT DO YOU WANT TO FIND OUT?

Be specif ic.  Make sure the question can be answered experimental ly.
Make sure the question can be answered by measurement.

How will exposures to acid precipitation at the same pH as local rainfall
in Hogan County, Nebraska affect the growth rate of field-grown and
ch a m ber-g row n pea n uts?

WHAT DO YOU BELIEVE THE ANSWER WILL BE?

Using your  pr ior  knowledge,  answer  the quest ion.  Again,  be spec i f ic :
state measurements, numbers, names, etc.

Exposures to acid precipitation at the same pH as local rainfall in
Hogan County, Nebraska will not change the growth rate of field-
grown and chamber-grown peanuts by more than 5o/o



4. Materials and Methods

WHAT DID YOU DO? HOW DID YOU DO IT?

In the materials and methods sect ion of a formal lab report,  you wi l l

descr ibe how and when you d id  your  work,  inc lud ing exper imenta l

des ign,  exper imenta l  apparatus,  methods of  gather ing and analyz ing

data, and types of control.  This sect ion must include detai ls and be

writ ten clearly enough to al low readers to dupl icate the experiment i f

they so wish. This sect ion is wri t ten in past tense because you have

already done the experiment. I t  should not be wri t ten in the form of

instruct ions or as a l ist  of materials as in a laboratory manual.  Instead,

i t  is wri t ten as a narrat ive describing, in passive voice, what you did.

Do not use "f" or "we".

Six petri plates were filled with agar.

Methods adapted from other sources should be referenced.

Photographs,  maps and d iagrams may be used to  he lp descr ibe the

experimental setup

5, Results

WHAT DID YOU FIND?

In the results, you present your observations and data with no

in terpretat ions or  conc lus ions about  what  they mean.  Tables and

graphs should be used to supplement the text and to present the data

in a more understandable form (see Tables and Figures in this

Fastfacts). Raw data will probably be most effective in table format,

with the highl ights summarized in graph form. The wri t ten text of the

results sect ion may be as short as one sentence summarizing the

high l ights  and d i rect ing the reader  to  spec i f ic  Tables and F igures.  Use

past tense to describe your results. Sample calculat ions for a lab

report in a course may be included in a separate sect ion t i t led



"Calculations" or in an Appendix at the end of the report. Check with
your course instructors for specif ic requirements in a part icular course.
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6. Discussion

WHAT DOES IT MEAN? HOW DOES IT RELATE TO PREVIOUS

WORK IN THE FIELD?

Expla in  what  you th ink your  data mean.  Descr ibe pat terns and

relat ionships that emerged. Compare these results to trends described

in the l i terature and to  theoret ica l  behavior .  Expla in  how any changes

to or problems with the experimental procedure may have affected the

results, or offer other suggestions as to why your results may have

been dif ferent from or similar to related experiments described in the

l i terature. Interpretat ions should be supported whenever possible by

references to the lab manual,  the text,  and/or other studies from the

l i terature, properly documented. Remind the reader of your own

results, when relevant, without repeating endless information from

Resul ts .  I f  your  lab manual  inc ludes quest ions to  be answered in  the

Discussion, integrate your responses into a logical discussion, rather

than answer ing them one by one.  And don ' t  inc lude only  the answers

to the quest ions--use them as a gu ide l ine for  supplement ing your

d iscuss ion,  not  l imi t ing i t .  Address each Hypothes is  ind iv idual ly ,  and

after discussing results, sdy whether you reject i t  or do not reject i t .

7. Literature Cited

Also cal led "References" or "References Cited," this is a l ist  only of

papers actual ly mentioned (ci ted) within the report.  (A "Bibl iography,"

on the other hand, refers to a l ist  of al l  materials used to get

background knowledge on a subject;  you wi l l  not usual ly be required

to include one in a scient i f ic lab report.)  Remember that ALL



information within the report that is not your original work or ideas

should be referenced (not necessari ly quoted, but paraphrased or

summar ized--quotat ions are rare in  sc ient i f ic  wr i t ing. )

8. Tables and Figures

Tables and f igures are often used in a report to present complicated

data. Use the fol lowing guidel ines to incorporate them effect ively.

Each table or f igure MUST be introduced within the text,  and the

comment  should po int  out  the h igh l ights :

e  .g . ,  The temperature increased on the th i rd  day (F igure 1) .

.  Al l  tables and f igures must be numbered and have self-

explanatory t i t les so that the reader can understand their

content without the text:

e  .g . ,  Table 1.  Percent  o f  soybean p lants  exhib i t ing v is ib le  in jury

after exposure to acid precipitat ion.

.  Tables and f igures are ass igned numbers in  the order  they are

mentioned in the text.

.  Tables and f igures are numbered independently of each other

( i .e . ,  Table l  and 2,  and then F igure l  and 2 as wel l ) .

Tables are referred to as tables, and al l  other i tems (graphs,

photographs, drawings, diagrams, maps, etc.) are referred to as

f igures.

Tables are label led at the top and f igures at the bottom.

Tables and f igures may be p laced at  the end of  the paper ,  or

within the text as soon as possible after they are mentioned

without interrupt ing the text ( i .e.,  at the end of a paragraph or

sect ion). Check with your professors for their preference.

a

a


