UNIVERSITY of GLASGOW
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ASTRONOMY 2 (Half)

GUIDELINES FOR THE WRITING OF LAB REPORTS

The writing of laboratory reports should be treated as an important part of the work of the practical class.   Not only does it describe the work which you have carried out and allows the assessment of  its quality, but it also provides an essential training in the writing of papers and reports for any subsequent professional career.   It is just as important a communications skill as having the ability to present a clear and well reasoned talk and should be treated as such. 
It is difficult to provide precise rules for the writing of the laboratory reports for this class because of the wide diversity of experiments but there are some well defined guidelines which can be used and which may serve you well elsewhere at university and after you leave.

The first and most important of these is that the report must be written in a way that allows an understanding of the experiment by a person who has no detailed knowledge of the experiment but who has appropriate basic knowledge of the subject.   The question to ask yourself is "Could another student in my class carry out this experiment from my report?   Am I providing all the necessary information?."   This is the essential feature of any satisfactory report but it does not mean that you can simply reproduce the instruction sheets provided for the experiment.   Along with the results obtained, this feature of your report demonstrates the extent to which the experiment was understood. 

The report should usually begin with a brief but sufficiently complete description of any underlying theory so that the reader can understand the basic principles of what was done.   This can assume a reasonable basic knowledge of Astronomy and will be very brief in some cases but it is normally an essential preliminary to the description of the experiment itself.   It also serves the important purpose of getting the readers mind into tune with the theory and methods involved in the experiment.

The next part will usually contain a description of the apparatus and the way in which the experiment was   performed.   There is no need to give a list the pieces of apparatus involved but this part should be sufficiently complete that, even without any prior knowledge of the apparatus or experiment, the reader will understand clearly what was done.   There is no point in saying, for example, "The fringe positions were measured using the microscope" when neither the fringes or microscope have already been introduced.   Diagrams are often essential and certainly should be used whenever possible to make the explanation clearer.   Although it might seem that these requirements will demand a large section, there is also the need to have the report as brief as possible so that all unnecessary detail has to be minimised.   The essential guideline should be "Would I understand what was done in the experiment from reading the report?" and this is what you must apply.

The results obtained and the analysis which gives the final results and conclusions should be in the next section.   There should be enough numerical information to allow the reader to reproduce the analysis but there is no need to give the arithmetical details.   It is reasonable to assume that the reader will have a calculator.   Error analysis should be carried out whenever possible and, if appropriate, comments should be made about the most important sources of the uncertainties in the final results.  At all times, the report should demonstrate that the experimental uncertainty in each measurement was considered and that all reasonable efforts were made to assess it and to minimise it.

The final part gives the conclusions and any relevant comments on the experiment, including its weaknesses and limitations.

Obviously, there can be many variations on what has been described.   If the experiment has more than one part, the pattern above might be repeated separately for each.   Some experiments are computer based.   In this case, there might be a large section on the theory behind the analysis carried out, a very small or even no section on the apparatus followed by a large section on the analysis.   Use your common sense and, again, always think about how easily you would be able to read the report and understand it.

The normal style of reports is in the third person and this should be used.   However, it should not be written as a set of instructions.   It is to be a description of  what you did and not a recipe.

First A2 Lab Report is due by the first Lab Session next term: 12/01/01

