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Notes on a Lab blook … 

Lab books have a glorious history.  They can be works of art (Leonardo 

comes to mind) …

but most of all the science of our world is built on them  That’s right: 

science is built on good notes.  Consequently, learning how to keep a 

useful, meaningful lab book is an essential.

A lab book is not just a place to write down meausrements here and there. 

A better way to think of a lab book, is as a journal.

It’s a place to jot down thoughts as you have them … 

It’s a place to record discussions with other scientists … 

It’s a place to outline an experiment plan … 

-3-



2 / 8 / 12

It’s a place to record notes on equipment malfunctions — what is 

going wrong, what you’ve done to troubleshoot, what you’ve found, 

what you’ve eliminated, and ultimately how it got fixed. … 

It’s certainly a place to record measurements … 

It’s a place to do analysis … 

Notes in a lab book should be reasonably neat — this because they serve a 

number of purposes:

1. They serve to remind you what you’ve already done, tried, thought 

of, tested, discounted, etc…

It might sound unbelievable, but  in a longer-term project, one 

can often forget what measurements you’ve done, what you’ve 

tried in troubleshooting equimpment problems, etc.

2. They serve to communicate what you’ve done to other researchers.

Often, work in a lab continues, even after you have gone.  Lab 

books serve as a record to others about what you’ve done, how 

you did it, what troubles you encountered, and how you solved 

them.

3. They can serve as an official record of your work.  This can be 
important if it comes to questions of patents or “who got there first?”

A common error first-timer lab book keepers make, is to try to cram 

everything into a small space.  A key to keeping a useful lab book is to 

SPREAD    THINGS    OUT   !!
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In addition to making for ease of reading, keeping things 

spread out allows you to come back later and make further 

notes, based on results as the work continues. 

Put dates at the tops of pages

Put headings at the tops of pages, to help you find things

Refer to information on other pages (see p. 8)

Keep a running table of contents

Do  calculations

EXAMPLE:  I need to heat my sample to 95 deg C; what size 

heater (1W, 10W, 100W) am I going to need…

BOX IN IMPORTANT RESULTS

Record the occasional piece of physics humor … 

“How many theoretical physicists does it take to split the lunch 

check???”   — nobody knows, it’s never been done!! “
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Notes on a Lab blook  (cont’d) …


































