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1.  Use a notebook (not a three-ring binder) with thick, non-perforated pages.

2.  Leave the first few pages of your notebook blank so that you can add a table of contents.  Prepare this table of contents in Microsoft Word or a similar word-processing program.  For each entry, list a page number and date.  Maintain a single table-of-contents file covering all of your notebooks in order to facilitate keyword searches; e.g., a search for "methionine aminopeptidase 1" or "MAP1" should reveal whether you've worked on that enzyme at any point.
3.  Write in pen.  Write legibly.  If you make a mistake, cross out the mistake and write the correct thing next to the incorrect thing.  Don’t use WhiteOut.  (This provides some assurance of integrity.)

4.  For each experiment, include a date, title, rationale/background (what is the goal? why is this being done?) methods, and results/conclusion (did the experiment work? how do you know?).  These can often be brief, but it’s helpful to have a verbal description of what a gel or graph “says.”

5.  In general, err on the side of being too detailed.  If studying an enzyme, list the particular batch, stock, or source used, since different stocks may behave differently.
6.  Feel free to tape protocols, data tables, etc. into your notebook as an alternative to recopying everything.  (Citing electronic protocol files is also OK, but be specific!)  Including graphs is strongly encouraged.  Fasten everything; do not include loose pages.  Label figures carefully – what are the units for the X and Y axes?  What does each lane of the gel represent?

7.  As a general rule, your lab notebook belongs to the lab whose grant supported the work.   Your notebook may be photocopied, so maintain your notebook in a manner that facilitates photocopying.  This includes not writing or pasting anything near the edges of pages.

8.  Often, the most difficult thing to describe in a lab notebook is how equipment is set up.  Digital photos or sketches may be useful in capturing this information.

9.  You may work on several projects simultaneously, return to a project after several days away from it, and/or follow up on the unfinished work of someone else in the lab.  For this reason, it is very helpful to include "continued on" and "continued from" page numbers (like newpaper stories) to link together related entries on a given project – even if they are from different people's notebooks.
10.  To sum up: your lab notebook should be sufficiently detailed and clear that your boss can retrieve experimental details and data even when you are not around.  If your notebook cannot be used in this way, it is inadequate.  If you are unsure as to whether your notebook is meeting this standard, please ask!
