Lab Report Format

Although the format for scientific publications varies from journal to journal, most publications share a basic structure.  An understanding of this basic structure will serve you well in any scientific field you pursue.  A scientific paper such as your lab report should tell a story.  The lab report should tell the story of why you did the experiment and what your hypothesis was, what you did to test the hypothesis or hypotheses (procedure), the results, and your interpretation of the results (conclusion).

Title – Usually short, but descriptive and pertains to what you are testing – you can often get your title from the lab handouts given during lab. 

Purpose- States the reason for doing the experiment. You can often get “hints” about what to write for your purpose from the lab handouts given during lab. 

Background Research- Outlines the problem you are investigating, why it is worth studying, and what other scientists have already found out about it. Most of your background research will come from the concepts we are studying in class. You will need to cite in this sections. NO CITATIONS WILL RESULT IN A ZERO FOR THIS SECTION. If you didn’t come up with the idea, it is not yours to write. Even if you paraphrase, in science, you will need to reference. 

Hypothesis- A testable prediction; an “if…then statement”.


LIST INDEPENDENT AND DEPENDENT VARIABLES!!!

Materials- Materials used to carry out the experiment. This part of the lab may be in “list” format and single spaced. 

Procedures- A short and concise description of how the materials were used in the experiment.  Procedures should be written so that a person could follow your description and repeat this experiment 20 years from now.  This portion of the lab must be in paragraph form. You can often paraphrase the procedures from the lab handout given during lab. 

Data/Analysis- This is the section where you present your findings.  Graphs and/or tables are often used in the results section, along with test organizing the data in a logical sequence.  Be sure to use clear labels and captions of your graphs and tables, so it is obvious what they are showing. In this section you may have a chart or a graph, but you will always have a short paragraph description of your findings. You are just making statements in this section. You are not answering the question of “why” you collected the data that you did. 

Conclusion- Interpret your data in this section. (Never introduce new information in this section).  Answer questions, such as (1)Does the data support your hypotheses?  Is the data consistent with any alternative hypotheses? (2)Support your reasoning with information you talked about in your background research and discuss what factors you have observed that could have contributed to the results you came up with. You also need to list (3)what you could have done differently in this experiment and if you had to re-do the experiment, what would you change? 

References- List any references used throughout the paper.  Include: author, year of publication, article title, book name, publisher, and page number. Plagiarism is taking another person’s ideas or words and passing them off as your own.  It includes copying and paraphrasing.  This could be taking ideas from another student, or from a book or journal etc.  Be sure that you cite any reference used to complete your work.  If any part of your report is plagiarized, it will result in a grade of zero.  If one student plagiarizes from another student, the grade on both papers will be a zero.

Sample Lab Report –Termite Behavior

Purpose: To test whether termites will walk along the impression of a circle drawn on a piece of paper.

Background: 
Learning about the behaviors of other organisms helps us to understand the things around us.  With a better understanding of our environment we are able to live in better harmony with the organisms around us.

Scientists have discovered that termites communicate in nature through pheromones.  Pheromones are odors given off that can be used to communicate with other termites in the colony.  Scent is the most effective way in which termites can communicate with each other, because they live in the dirt, where sight is of little use to them. (1) 

It has been observed that when a circle is drawn with a ballpoint pen on a white piece of paper, termites placed on the paper will continuously follow the line that make up the circle.  This observation raises the question, do the termites follow the circle drawn on the paper because of the pen ink, or because of the indentation the writing makes on the paper.  Therefore, this lab will test to see if termites will follow the indentation of a line left on a piece of paper. (2)

Hypothesis: If termites are placed on a piece of paper that has an indentation drawn on it then they will follow (walk on) the indentation.  

Independent variable = indentation that is drawn on the paper

Dependent variable = # of termites that follow the line

Materials:

Ballpoint Pen

White Paper

Termites

Procedure:

Two circles were sketched onto a white piece of paper. Once circle was drawn with a ballpoint pen; bearing down hard.  The second circle was drawn with the pointed end of the pen cap, leaving only the indentation of the circle drawn.  This circle was drawn to look exactly like the one the termites followed before the experiment.


After the circles were drawn, the termites were each placed on a circle.  Observations were recorded and each of the termites were rotated until they had been placed near all of the circles.

Data/Analysis:

Fig. 1 OBSERVED TERMITE BEHAVIOR

	Types of Circles Drawn on Paper
	Observed Termite Behavior

	Control (circle drawn with ball point pen)
	termites traced the line drawn 

	Experimental Group (circle indentation)
	termites did not follow or  walk along  the indentation


As described in Fig.1, our lab group made the following observations: the termites were able to trace the circle made by darker pen ink and the circle drawn with the normal pen ink; the termites had difficulty tracing the circle drawn with the light pen and the drawn circle indentation. 

Conclusion:


In conclusion, the data collected does support my hypothesis.  The termites did follow the lines made by the pen ink, rather than just the indentation made in the paper.  Therefore, this experiment supports the idea that termites must have some kind of stimulus that allows it to detect the lines drawn.  This stimulus could be one that allows the termite to detect the color of the line.  Or, it is also possible that the termite has the ability to pick up certain scents.  The termite may be able to detect the odor from the ballpoint pen.


To further test this termite behavior, one might test a various number of things.  The circles could have been drawn in different colors, which would test the sight of termites further.  One could also draw a number of circles using different writing utensils.  This would test to see if the termite responds better to certain inks, scents, or other materials.

References:

1. Author: Dini M. Miller, Subterranean Termite Biology and Behavior, Virginia Tech Publication Number 444-502, Posted February 2002  http://www.ext.vt.edu/pubs/entomology/444-502/444-502.html
2. The Science Site; www.sciencesite.com; last updated July 7th, 2008

