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Explanations for Lab Write-ups 
 

Writing is one of the most important tasks in most professions. Through writing and 

attendant presentation of data and interpretations, you transmit to the rest of the world what you 

have done and leave a more or less permanent record of what you did and what you learned. 

Poor writing, poor data presentation, and sloppy reasoning may cause your hard work to be 

dismissed. Therefore, please write carefully and proof read your reports. The purpose of these 

lab write-ups is to… 

 

1. Help you understand your data. 

2. Make you look carefully at your data and think about it in terms of the geochemical problem 

at hand. 

3. Help you interpret your data in terms of basic geochemical processes. 

4. Have you write in such a way that fellow scientists can easily understand what you did and 

what you learned. 

 

Text 

Reports should be brief, but written as though they were being submitted to a research 

journal. This means not writing things like: "In this lab I did..." or "I had a hard time with Excel 

equations...." Instead, the report should be a clear and concise narrative of what you did, how 

you did it, what the results are, and your interpretations as supported by available evidence. 

 

1. A brief description of the geochemical problem being investigated. 

2. A brief description of the samples, collection procedures, and analytical procedures. 

3. A brief description of the data, with tables, statistical analysis, and graphs as appropriate, and 

descriptions of the calculations, computer models, or other software. 

4. A brief summary of what was learned, and possibly how it compares to what was expected or 

what others have learned. 

5. Give proper citations and complete references for material taken from the literature, which 

includes your textbook but not lab handouts. 

6. Use proper superscripts, subscripts, Greek characters, etc., as necessary. 

 

Figures 

Figures include any line drawing, image, graph, schematic, or sketch, basically anything 

that’s not a table. 

 

1. Figures should be professional-looking to the extent possible. 

2. All figures need a caption. 

3. Figures should be cited in the text and at the start of the caption as Figure 1, Figure 2, etc. 

4. All parts of the figure must be clear, containing all needed information. 

5. No extraneous junk: redundant titles, unneeded decimal places, keys for graphs with only one 

thing plotted, etc. Please go here  and here to see mistakes that are often made. 

 

Tables 

Tables include any organized array of numbers or text. They should be professional-

looking to the extent possible. See here and here for advice. 

https://blog.hubspot.com/marketing/data-visualization-mistakes#sm.0001cmwxnb10jwffnr4jmbzqkg01a
http://junkcharts.typepad.com/
https://www.ncsu.edu/labwrite/res/gh/gh-tables.html
https://dl.sciencesocieties.org/files/publications/style/chapter-05.pdf
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1. All tables need a 1-sentence caption. 

2. Tables should be cited in the text and at the start of the caption as Table 1, Table 2, etc. 

3. All parts of the table must be clear, with row, column, and section headings organized to 

guide the eye and make it obvious what each part of the table is for. 

4. Use lines to separate headings, major sections, and other places to additionally help guide the 

eye and make the table more obvious. Note that editors generally frown on 100% grids. 

5. Avoid extraneous decimal places, cryptic labels, opaque abbreviations, etc. Explain these in 

footnotes at the bottom of the table if there is no room elsewhere. 

 

Hint 

Look at scientific journal articles to see how writing, figures, tables, citations, and 

references are done. I know you have done this before, but actually pay attention this time! 

 

Text format guidelines… 

 Double space, type size 12 point, no weird fonts. 

 1-inch margins all around. 

 Text, excluding references, tables, and figures, is limited to a maximum of 2 pages. 

 Write reports as flowing narratives, like those destined for journal publication. Don't just 

answer, one at a time, the questions posed in the lab handouts. 

 Try to use information beyond that collected in lab. Be sure to give appropriate citations and 

complete references. 

 For formatting ease, tables and figures can be on separate pages at the end of the text. Don’t 

waste time trying to embed figures and tables in the text. 

 

WARNING! Although you will sometimes work in groups, all work handed in must be 

your own. This includes text, graphs, drawings, and data tables, including those printed by 

computer. Text, graphs, and tables that look identical probably are. 

 

Text grading 

High-quality scientific writing is key here. It must be concise, logical, and complete. It 

must tell the story of what you did, what the data are, and what interpretations and conclusions 

you can make, and why. Maximum score is 10: 

 

 Well-organized and concise. 

 Clearly distinguishes between fact and interpretation. 

 Accurate and complete description of factual data. 

 Accurate and complete interpretation. 

 Uses relevant data in a clear and logical way to support the interpretations, refers to all figures 

and tables in sequence. 

 Free or nearly free of errors in language mechanics, word usage, and spelling. 

 References cited consistently and correctly. 

 

Figure grading 

Figures should have accurate and complete axis labels, reasonable scales, clearly identified 

data sets (if more than one data set is presented), and a caption. Maximum score is 5. 
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 Captions clear, accurate, and complete in their description of the content and purpose. 

 Axis ranges and scales are appropriate for showing what is intended. 

 Axis labels and titles are clear, accurate, and appropriate. 

 Data sets are clearly identified (if >1 set) and distinguished. 

 Overall appearance is clear, professional, and uncluttered. 

 

Table grading 

Tables must clearly present the data and calculated values, must allow the reader to easily 

understand the content and purpose of the different columns and rows, different table sections 

should be easily distinguished, reasonable numbers of decimal places should be used, and each 

table should have a clear and concise caption. Maximum score is 5.   

 

 Introduction sentence clear, accurate, and complete in its description of content. 

 Columns and rows are arranged in a logical, compact way. 

 Row and column headings are descriptive, accurate, formatted clearly, and aid the reader in 

understanding the content even without the caption. 

 Data areas are clearly formatted, in particular the number of decimal places is appropriate for 

estimated precision. 

 Calculated values are correct. 

 Overall appearance is clear, professional, and uncluttered, lines are used appropriately to 

make the table easier to read. 

 

 


