
Electronics Laboratory Notebooks 

 

A laboratory notebook is a journal you keep to remind you, in the future, of the process you followed and the 

results you obtained in your investigations.  It should provide a clear, full, and stand-alone record of your work 

which would be intelligible to someone even if they had not just listened to the lecture you attended or taken 

exactly the same classes as you had taken prior to this course.  This hypothetical person is the “capable but 

inexperienced peer” of whom I’ll be thinking when I grade your lab notebook, so you would do well to think of 

this mythical person, too!  Do whatever you can to help that capable but inexperienced peer understand your work 

and your thinking on these experiments.  Some guidelines you must follow, to make your notebook minimally 

well-organized and easy to navigate, include: 

 putting the date on which the work was done in the margin at the start of each work session; 

 creating a table of contents on the first page of your notebook and filling in the title and page numbers for 

each experiment as you perform them; 

 starting each experiment on a new page (OK to use both sides of each page, though – you’ll need to!); 

 labeling the subsections of each experiment as they are noted in the lab handout; 

 leaving enough room between sections that someone can find section breaks easily. 

 

Beyond those organizational elements, though, are the more substantive issues in keeping a good lab notebook.  

As with a journal, a lab notebook should be a running account, telling what you did.  That doesn’t mean “stream 

of consciousness” writing, but it does mean writing down some of what you might think of as your “internal 

monologue” – for example, you should write down interesting questions as they occur to you, and you should 

periodically summarize what you have figured out by writing it out.  You may even want to draw a box around 

such summaries, to help you find them later.  In documenting your work on each experiment, you should include:  

 the handout describing the experiment; 

 a full and detailed description of the experimental set-up, including: 

 a schematic wiring diagram of every circuit; 

 a separate wiring diagram with pin numbers indicated, for circuits with multi-pin integrated circuit chips; 

 voltages applied to various points in the circuits; 

 any external instruments used, with their settings and connections; 

 annotated block diagrams of any LabVIEW virtual instruments you construct; and 

 anything else a capable but inexperienced peer would need to know to duplicate your set-up; 

 your experimental observations (what you saw and measured, organized into tables where appropriate); 

 any graphs or calculations needed to understand your results; 

 references to resources consulted in completing the experiment (web pages, textbooks, lecture notes, 

conversations with an instructor or a fellow student – all of these should be noted and credited appropriately); 

 summaries, comments, conclusions.  

 

Your lab notebook grade will be based on two overall considerations: one is the quality of your documentation 

and the other is the quality of your analysis and thought about the experiment, as reflected in what you write 

beyond the procedural documentation.  The documentation part should be more straightforward and, generally, 

more extensive (in a course at this level, at least).  But the analysis and explanation part is as important as the 

documentation, so be sure to focus some attention on this at each stage of an experiment – how does a given 

circuit work, what does the circuit show, how does it match (or not match) expectations based on lecture material, 

does its operation verify a law or principle discussed in class?  Look back at these questions from time to time if 

you’re having trouble figuring out what to write as an analysis or explanation of an experiment. 

 

One final admonition: it is your responsibility to write legibly in your lab notebook.  This is a professional 

standard expected in lab notebooks, relevant in situations where a lab notebook is used by many people in a group 

or will be presented as part of an application for a patent.  If your lab notebook record is not sufficiently legible 

and clear, we will return it to you for you to re-write it legibly. 


