
A Guide to Writing Lab Reports
ESP 5500: Environmental Chemistry, Plymouth State University

For each of the eight regular laboratory experiments you will perform in this class, you will write a 1-3 
page formal lab report; the three lowest grades will be dropped when grades are calculated.  Below are 
some guidelines for writing the report.

 1. A general guideline is the report should be a good summary of what you did, but it should not 
be overly burdensome to write.  For example, you may write “Excel was used to find the 
equation of the trendline, with slope m=2, b=0.5, and R2=0.985” as opposed to a thirty-step list 
detailing the process.  

 2. The report is due in electronic (via Moodle) AND hard-copy form at the start of class the 
following Monday. (In general, this means you will have 6 days to write the report.)

 3. The report should be 1-3 pages typed with the following formatting:

 a) 12 pt Times New Roman font (other, standard, serif fonts are acceptable)

 b) 0.75 - 1.0 in fonts

 c) Single or 1.5 spacing

You will not be graded on the actual length of the report (1-3 pages is suggested as a good 
length that will ensure the report is complete, but not unnecessarily long).  Therefore, there is no 
need to increase the size of the font, etc. to increase the length of the report.

 4. Pages must be numbered.

 5. You are welcome and encouraged to print the report double-sided.

 6. In cases where it will be very time consuming to digitally input something into the text (such as 
equations or small sketches) you are welcome and encouraged to leave space in your document 
and enter these items in pen on the printed page.  

 7. When possible, figures, tables, graphs, equations, etc. should be embedded in the text.  When 
not possible, they may be printed on separate sheets and attached at the end of the report.  In all 
cases, they should be referred to in the text (e.g., "Table 1 on page 4 lists the absorbance data 
collected from the spectrometer").

 8. All figures, graphs, tables, equations, etc. should be numbered, given useful titles, and referred 
to by number somewhere in the text of the report.  As a general for writing good scientific 
literature, figures, etc. should not be just stuck into a report without at least a basic explanation 
of what they are (e.g. “The results of this analysis are presented in Table 1”).

 9. Standard curves and other forms of graphical analysis of data should be provided in the report.
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Below is an example of what I would consider an appropriate “Procedure” written in your report for 
Experiment 1 (note that the Procedure required for the pre-lab work in your notebook should be a bit 
more detailed):

1. Samples of auto exhaust were taken for analysis of NOx, CO, and particulate matter using large 
syringes, a syringe filter, and appropriate solutions to absorb the gases.

2. The amount of particulate matter was determined from the difference in mass of the filter before 
and after analysis.

3. The amount of CO was qualitatively determined by comparing the color of the solution with 
those of the other groups.

4. The amount of NOx was quantitatively determined by making standards of known nitrite 
concentration, measuring their absorbances with a spectrophotometer, and developing a 
standard curve with Excel.

Below is a rubric of items to be included in the report and their weight in grading (40 points total):

Section Description Points

Introduction 
and 
Background

A brief background about the topic investigated in lab.  Must include a short 
description and reference to at least one relevant peer-reviewed journal article.  
Provide a general description about the experiment and its purpose, including its 
importance in relation to environmental chemistry

12

Procedure This section should be fairly general but show that you know what you did.  A 
short, numbered, step-wise list is appropriate. (see above)

2

Results and 
Analysis

The data you collected and the analysis thereof.  Tables and figured are strongly 
encouraged.  Calculations MUST be included.  If the same calculation was run 
more than once, include just one sample calculation and tabulate the results.

10

Discussion 
and 
Conclusion

Briefly summarize and discuss your findings.  Answer any questions given in 
the procedure for the lab.  Discuss your results in relation to larger impacts on 
the environment and to your Background discussion.  In particular, do your 
results relate to the article(s) you discussed? 

10

Overall Use of proper margins, fonts, etc.  Tables, figures, etc. are numbered, labeled, 
and referenced.  Sections are well labeled. Organization, spelling and grammar.

6

Report submitted electronically?  (-4 pts from total if "no")
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