Physics 6
Experimental Physics Laboratory

In-lab Notes

The notes you take while performing your in-lab work are a critical part of your
experiment’s record. They should be complete enough for you to be able recreate
any set of your experiment conditions and repeat a measurement.

Your lab notebook is a working document, not a polished publication, but the writing must
be reasonably legible and organized. The record in your lab notebook should be organized
chronologically, or at least the time sequence of your various activities should be evident.

Y our notebook, when combined with the course experiment notes, must be a complete record
of the work you performed. All comments and data must be recorded only in the lab
notebook — not on some separate document (other than computer data files). Computer
printouts and other extra documentation (such as notes you recorded on separate sheets of
paper or in a computer text file) must be attached to pages in your notebook.

In-lab note taking will provide a permanent log of the exact configuration of the
equipment and the settings you used to collect data. Any modifications to the
course experiment notes’ description of the equipment and their settings must be
well described in you lab notebook, so that you know exactly how the equipment
was configured for each particular measurement.

Qualitative comments regarding particular data points (such as some misbehavior of the
apparatus, noticeable drift in the equipment readings or settings, how difficult it was to set
the conditions or observe the system response, how noisy the readings seemed to be, etc.)
will be very important during your analysis as you try to deal with “outliers” in your data set.
Selected screen shots of oscilloscope displays or computer data acquisition program displays
will usually make your lab notebook record much more complete and understandable.

The results of quick, initial checks of selected data sets should be recorded in your notebook.
You should calculate and record “point estimates” of a theory’s free parameter values from
early data you collect.

Some examples of lab notebook pages

The following several pages include excerpts of in-lab notes recorded mainly during actual
research work. They are from various notebooks maintained by the course instructor mostly
concerning his graduate research and instrument development efforts. These examples are
not meant to show the “ideal” way of keeping lab notes, but they (for the most part)
adequately meet the requirements outlined above.
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These pages provide an example of how one might describe the setup for a particular data run.
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Experimental Physics Laboratory

Another example of a setup for a data run. In this case, an initial measurement indicated that a
change in the configuration was warranted, so the changes to the setup were described (next

page).
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The next several pages document a few hours of tests, measurements, and quick calculations to see

how the equipment was working and whether the data were making sense. Data were collected

and observation at the Caltech Submillimeter

testing,

and notes written during a night of setup,

000 ft (over 4200 m), and the air was

’

Observatory on Mauna Kea in Hawaii—the elevation was 14

thin (about 60% that at sea level).
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