Some Guidelines for Writing Lab Reports
Lab reports and other technical documents are written in a characteristic style.  The goal of technical writing is clear, specific, precise communication.  Use the following guidelines as a revising and editing checklist when you write lab reports or other technical papers.

General Technical Style Guidelines:

1. Write short sentences.
2. Write statements when making observations or conclusions.

3. Use the command or imperative form when writing procedures.  Lead with a present tense verb.
4. Choose the most accurate verb to describe the action.


Example:

WRONG VERB:   Take the beaker and fill it up with water.

RIGHT VERB:      Add 50 ml of water to the beaker.
WRONG VERB:  Go get a ruler and measure the longest dimension of the block.

RIGHT VERB:      Measure the longest dimension of the block with a ruler.

“Get” and “take” are rarely good choices to describe actions in a lab report.

5. Be as simple and clear as possible in your sentence structure and word choice.

6. Identify objects (nouns) as specifically and accurately as possible.  Use science vocabulary whenever possible. 
7. Quantify whenever possible.  That means use numbers.

8. Revise to avoid ambiguity.  Ambiguity is when words or phrases can have more than one meaning. 
Lab Report Guidelines:

1. Number procedures not materials.  Since they are numbered, procedures shouldn’t have sequence words like first, second, next, etc.
2. List materials down the page.
3. Follow any formats given by the teacher, especially the order.
4. Always label data with metric units.

5. Always label data table columns/rows with a specific, descriptive headings, i.e., avoid general headings such as “trial 1, trial two”.

6. Always describe potential sources of error in your conclusion or error section.  NEVER write, “We didn’t have any errors.”

7. Do not comment on the “funness” of the lab.

Here are some excerpts from lab reports that violate the Guidelines for Writing lab Reports.  Identify what went wrong and correct it.
a) “3.  Third, tie the string to the top of the post with a square knot.”

b) “5.  Take your matchbox car and push it gently down the ramp.”

c) “4.  Pour some water in the bucket.” 
d) “1.  We slid the washer over the post.”

e) “Our lab went really well.  We didn’t have any errors in our lab.”

f) “…In the event that the candle should become extinguished that will necessitate that you reignite the candle employing a match.”
g) “3.  Put the red thing on top of the whosamawhatsit and jiggle it around a little.”

h) (Ambiguous)  “1.  Enclose the rubberband in the envelope with the stamp.”

i) “2.  Next, in order to keep the cup from blowing away in the wind, weigh down the cup with a few marbles.”

j) “3.  You have to get a ringstand and then clamp a test tube holder onto it.

k) Materials:  a stopwatch, a 50ml beaker, a 100ml graduated cylinder, a Bunsen burner.

l) “This lab was fun.  I learned a lot in this lab.  I hope you learned a lot by reading it.”

