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Scientific Laboratory Notebooks 
 
 
Laboratory Notebooks 
 
 In this class, you will each keep a lab notebook. Lab notebooks are permanent 
bound notebooks with numbered pages (not regular spiral notebooks). Most college 
level chemistry courses include keeping a lab notebook as part of their curriculum. I 
would like you to develop the professional skill of keeping a lab notebook.  
 For a professional scientist, the lab notebook is a legal document. Many millions 
of patent decisions come down to whether the scientist has properly documented their 
work. Often companies have to prove that they were the first to develop a specific 
procedure or product, and their proof is their laboratory documentation! 
  We will be using the kind of notebook that has duplicate pages, so you can turn 
in a copy and keep a copy of your lab work bound in the notebook. When you write in 
the notebook, you must use only waterproof, non-erasable ink. Do not use white-out or 
any type of correction fluid. If you make a mistake, draw one line through it and initial 
it so that the original can still be seen.  
 Before the lab, you will prepare for lab by completing a prelab writeup in your 
notebook. During lab, data is written directly into the notebook. The purpose of all of 
this is so that data is not accidentally lost or purposely faked after the experiment. All 
data is labeled descriptively, so that anyone else who reads the notebook knows how 
the experiment was done and what each piece of data refers to.  
 To encourage you to develop the skill of keeping a lab notebook, I will be 
checking each person's lab notebook at different times during the semester.  
 Make sure to fill in your table of contents at the beginning of the lab notebook so 
that each experiment is easy to locate. You will need to update the table of contents with 
each experiment as you go. 

Always keep the original pages attached/bound into your lab notebook. This 
way, you will always have a copy of all of your lab work. Turn in only the copy pages. 
 
In general, make sure that your lab reports are neat, clear, and logical. Work on making 
them easily understandable to the reader. 
 
 
 
Remeber: your lab notebook is your permanent record of your laboratory work. 
 
 
To summarize: 

• Do not tear out original pages from your lab notebook. 
• Use regular ballpoint pen in your lab notebook. Do not use pencil. Don't use gel 

pens or rollerball pens, because these are not waterproof.  
• Write the prelab directly into your lab notebook, and include a data table that 

lists all of the things you will measure in that experiment. 
• For the data table, leave extra space between things. 
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• During the experiment, write your measurements and observations directly into 
the data table in your lab notebook as you are taking the measurements. Do not 
ever write data or observations on separate paper first. Be sure to label all data 
clearly so that you know and the reader knows what each piece of data is. 

• If you make a mistake anywhere in the data table, do not scribble out the mistake 
or write over it. Instead, draw one line through it (so that it is still visible), initial 
and date near the line. Write the correct measurement next to the mistake.  

• When you are done with the experiment, before leaving the lab room, check in 
with the instructor to have your data pages in your notebook signed for 
verification purposes. 

• When you turn in lab reports, turn in the copy pages. Don't ever turn in (and 
don't ever remove) original pages. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Percent Difference and Percent Error formulas: 
 
                           
The percent difference is used to indicate how close repeated results are to each other. 
 

     

 
 
 
 
The percent error is used to indicate how close the experimental result is to the true 
value. 
 

       

 
 
 
 
 
 

% difference =
highest result − lowest result( )

average of all results
×100

percent error =
experimental value − true value

true value
×100


