
How	to	Write	a	Formal	Lab Report 
Adapted from “Lab Reports Describe Your Experiment” by Dr. Anne Marie Helmenstine[1] and “Formal 
Lab Reports” by Dr. Theo Hopman[2] 

 
Lab reports are an essential part of all laboratory courses and usually a significant part of your grade. If your 
instructor gives you an outline for how to write a lab report, use that. Here's a format for a lab report you can 
use if you aren't sure what to write or need an explanation of what to include in the different parts of the report. 
A lab report is how you explain what you did in experiment, what you learned, and what the results meant. Here 
is a standard format.[1] 

1. Title Page 
Typically, a single page that states:  
 The title of the experiment. (see #2) 
 Your name and the names of any lab partners.  
 Your instructor's name and the class or course code  
 The date the lab was performed or the date the report was submitted.  
 Sometimes, it contains an abstract. (see #3) 

2. Title 
The title says what you did. It should be brief (aim for ten words or less) and describe the main point of the 
experiment or investigation. An example of a title would be: "Effects of Ultraviolet Light on Borax Crystal 
Growth Rate". If you can, begin your title using a keyword rather than an article like 'The' or 'A'.[1] 

3. Abstract 
An abstract is a short (half-page at the very most) summary of the entire lab, from introduction to 
conclusion. It should be concise and to the point, but include the purpose of the study, what was done 
(in general terms), what the results were, and the conclusions drawn.  An abstract is read by other 
scientists to give them an idea of what the investigation is about; in fact, they will often decide whether or 
not to read the entire report based on the abstract. Only the most important information should go in the 
abstract; the shorter it is the better. For my courses, the abstract is to be included on the title page.  
Hint: write the abstract last.[2] 

4. Introduction / Purpose 
Usually the Introduction is one or two paragraphs that explain any background information and theory that 
is necessary to continue reading the lab report.  At the end of the introductory paragraphs, the objectives or 
purpose of the lab is stated, and the last sentence of the introduction always states the hypothesis, if there 
is one. Sometimes the hypothesis is included in a separate section of the report, but not in this class.[1] 

5. Materials 
List everything needed to complete your experiment, even if this is partially or totally copied from textbook 
(cite this as a source as well, of course). 

6. Methods / Procedure 
A procedure should state what you did, almost as if telling a story.  It should not be an instruction list.  It 
should be written in the past tense; often they are written in the passive voice as well.  It should be 
sufficiently detailed that a competent scientist can reproduce the experiment from what you’ve written.  
Examples: 

 Good, passive voice: “The magnesium ribbon was ignited in the Bunsen burner flame, and allowed 
to burn.” 

 Good, active voice: “We ignited the magnesium ribbon in the Bunsen burner flame, and allowed it to 
burn.” 

 Bad: “Ignite the magnesium ribbon in the Bunsen burner flame, and allow it to burn.” 
It may be helpful to provide a Figure to diagram your experimental setup – ask your instructor if this is what 
he/she wants.  Never just reference the textbook in a formal lab report.  Also, it is important to make clear 
which variables are being controlled and which ones are your independent and dependent variables.[2] 

7. Observations 
Observations are what your sense tell you about the experiment.  They can include what something looks 
like, what it smells like, sounds like or even feels like.  Measurements are reported here.  The use of a table 
is often a good way to organize observations.  Be detailed.[2] 

8. Results and Analysis 
Here is where you take what you’ve observed and make sense of it.  Calculations, graphs, chemical 
equations and the like belong here.  Again, a table may be useful for organizing your work.  How do your 



results compare to the hypothesis?  Here you will typically answer the questions asked in the Analyze 
section of the lab outline.  Do not use a numbered list; instead use paragraphs with good thought flow.[2] 

9. Discussion  
Your discussion should include your interpretation of the results.  Was your hypothesis (if there was one) 
generally right or wrong? If it was wrong, why?  What would you do differently next time? What 
improvements could be made to the lab? The answers to the Discussion questions usually belong here, in 
flowing paragraph form.[2] 

10. Conclusions 
Most of the time the conclusion is a single paragraph that sums up what happened in the experiment, 
whether your hypothesis was accepted or rejected, and what this means.[1] 

11. Figures & Graphs 
Graphs and figures must both be labeled with a descriptive title. Label the axes on a graph, being sure to 
include units of measurement. The independent variable is on the X-axis. The dependent variable (the one 
you are measuring) is on the Y-axis. Be sure to refer to figures and graphs in the text of your report. The 
first figure is Figure 1, the second figure is Figure 2, etc.[1] 

12. References 
If your research was based on someone else's work or if you cited facts or ideas that were not your own and 
that require documentation, then you should list these references. Usually your textbook is listed as a 
reference as well. At the bottom of this page is a sample reference for the source used to obtain this 
document. Remember that a bibliography is always organized using hanging indents and the sources are 
listed in the order used in your report or document. 

13. In-text citations 
Contrary to APA or MLA style as used in the ECHS writing style guide, scientific literature often uses a style 
called “Vancouver Style” for making references in the text of your lab report, although this varies between 
fields (e.g. chemistry and physics do not necessarily use the same system as biology).  Vancouver style has 
you numbering each of your references in the bibliography.  Whenever an idea in the text of your lab report 
comes from one of your references, you make note of this by putting the number of the reference in 
superscript and in square brackets, like this: [1]. For example, I referenced Dr. Helmenstine’s online article 
to build this resource, so I might number it #1, as I did below, and then in the title of this resource, I 
referenced it using a subscript in square brackets (see top of first page). 
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