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Components of a Laboratory Report
Every journal has its own format.  The format we would like you to use in preparing your final lab paper is the following:

1) Title:  This should describe the entire work, usually by highlighting the most important finding from the study.

2) Abstract:  This section should stand by itself as a complete summary of the entire paper.  Often, the only part of the paper that is read is the abstract.  The length is one paragraph, and should include 1-2 sentences introducing the purpose of the study, followed by a short recounting of the methodology used to address the aims of the study.  The most important part is 1-2 sentences summaring the major results, and a concluding statement putting the results in the context of the aims of the study.  This section should be written last.  

3) Introduction:  The introduction should be thought of as an hour glass; the content should start out very broad, introducing the background of the general process that is studied, move to the specifics of your study in the context of the process, and end with the very specific way you are addressing the questions that you are posing in the study.  Often the results of the study are stated at the end of an introduction.

4) Materials and methods:  This part of the paper is often the most difficult to write.  It should have complete details so that someone else could complete the experiments exactly as you have done them.  However, you should leave out “standard” techniques that anyone working in a scientific laboratory would already know.  This would include pipetting, centrifugation, putting items on ice, labeling tubes, etc.  The important details would be reagents (with exact concentrations of components), temperatures, times, volumes (with correct units for each).  Think of baking a cake:  if someone were to bake it exactly as you did, they would need the ingredients, the amounts of the ingredients, and how long to bake it.  However, you would not say in the recipe “using a brown spoon, hold the spoon in your hand and move through the batter in a clockwise fashion 50 times.”  The same rules apply to giving the “recipe” for an experiment.

5) Results:  The results section should have all of your experimental data, in figure, table, or graph format, with each labeled with a figure number, title, and a figure legend describing what is being presented.  In addition, for each figure there should be an accompanying narrative that states why the experiment was done, how it was done (method used) and a brief statement of the results, with reference to the data picture presented in parantheses, with no interpretation included.  The interpretation will be in the discussion section.  Usually, the results section is divided into subsections, with underlined titles of each result marking the next section, and a figure associated with each subsection.
6) Discussion:  This is an analysis of the data that was presented.  It begins with a brief recounting of the goals of the study, then addresses each result and how each relates to the goals of thestudy.  In particular, it is addressed how your results relate to the expected results, any confounding factors during the experiments that might effect the interpretation, and what new hypotheses might be formulated from the data and how they might be tested in future experiments.

7) Literature cited:  Full citations for any references used are found here.  The place where the literature contributed to the paper should also be referenced within the text of the paper, either by number, or last name of the author and date.

In general, be concise, factual, and comprehensive – if you gave this report to your roommate, would they be able to understand why you did the experiment, what you found, and the future experiments that it would make sense to do?
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