
Anatomy of a Notebook 
 
Lab notebooks are the primary records of labs and of experiments, with entries created at the time of data 
collection and shortly thereafter.  These notes should be sufficient for someone else familiar with the 
equipment to reproduce that experiment and achieve similar results.  They should be written in pen, you 
should simply cross out mistakes with a single line. Whether on paper in a bound notebook or in a digital 
format the notebook should include:   
 

1. Title of Lab 
2. Names of lab group members (name for group optional) 
3. Date of lab 
4. Purpose of the experiment 

I like to review this once the lab is done to make sure the notes match what actually happened. 
 

5. Procedure 
Describe the methods you employed to collect the data and the design of the experiment.  As in 
the appended example, assume that the reader (most likely you!) has access to the lab handout.  
 

6. Schematic 
Most of the experiments that we will do this semester will have an apparatus that is important to 
detail within a schematic.  It is a great way to show and define the quantities that you measure.  
These should be representative 2D sketches and not fancy 3D drawings.  The quantities you 
measured should be clearly labeled on the schematics. Every length you measure should be 
indicated with a labeled dimension bar, as shown. 

 

7. Data 
Data include qualitative observations and quantitative measurements. All the raw data in the lab 
should be present within the notebook or if the raw data is extensive, you can note the computer 
and path to the data in your lab notebook.  If you decide to not use specific data from a data set, 
you should still include it in your notes, but with an X through the data to show you threw it out.  
Scientists do not erase raw data from their notebooks. You should also include additional details 
of the experimental set-up and any specific methods that you employed, as well as any 
observations you’ve made during the experiment.  These details might include: 

● Were there specific settings on the instrument that you used?   
● Did you take a particular approach when measuring?   
● Did you do something to reduce error? 
● Was there something unique about your set-up? 
● Any other notes that would be important to understand and reproduce your data 



This section can also include diagrams, graphs, and tables.  All numbers must include units and 
all graphs should be properly labeled with axes and titles/captions. If in doubt about whether to 
include some observation or setting, do! 
 

8. Analysis and Results 
This can be done separately for each section of the experiment.  Include equations and algebra 
with uncertainty propagation as required to achieve your results, and put a box on any important 
results.  The logic that you have used to get to these results should be clear. 
 

9. Summary and Conclusion 
Assess your results and what they mean.  What do the results show?  Are they consistent with 
your hypotheses?  With other data?  Is there evidence of a systematic error?  Comment on sources 
of error and other approaches that might improve the measurements (if any).  What is the ‘take 
home’ message from this experiment? You may find it quite helpful to discuss this section 
especially with your lab groupmates. Check back at the purpose to be sure that the purpose(s) and 
conclusions match. 

 
 
Grading Lab Notebooks 

We will consider the following list of items when evaluating your submitted work: 
 
Repeatability 
Is the procedure correctly summarized in the students' own words? Does the lab notebook 
describe what the lab group did? 
Are parts of the procedure that were not specified in the instructions also included? 
Does the schematic drawing include everything important to the procedure? 
Does the schematic avoid unnecessary detail? 
Is the schematic well-labeled? 
Could another physics student use your written record to repeat the experiment? 
Avoid use of `human error'. Be specific as to what caused the error. Human error is like saying 
`I've made a huge mistake' so our initial reaction is – let’s fix it! 
  
Analysis 
Is the raw data displayed in an organized manner and appropriate format? 
Are all algebraic symbols and measured quantities clearly defined in words or with a schematic? 
Are observations clear? 
Are all necessary plots included? 
Are all axes clearly labeled? (Axis labels may be in English or with clearly-defined algebraic 
symbols. Don't forget units!) 
Does the schematic drawing include everything important to the analysis? 
Success? Did the student solve the puzzle of how to take the measurement and use the data to 
arrive at a conclusion? 
  
Correct Physics 
Is the physics correct? 
Are all of the units correct? 
Does the write-up describe the most important physics at play? 
Are equations accurate and relevant? 
Are calculations shown as necessary? 
Is uncertainty propagated correctly throughout the calculations? 



Do the results and conclusions follow from the raw data? 
Was there evidence of a systematic error and/or a random error? 

 

Example Lab Notebook (followed by the relevant lab handout) 



 











 





 



 

 



 

 



 


