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1 Overview

Although engineering and science students are fre-
quently required to write laboratory or project re-
ports, there is little printed information available
about how to write such reports. Furthermore, every
discipline, every course, and every professor seems
to require a different format and style, and different
kinds of laboratory experiments are often reported in
different ways. Hence, it is impossible for this hand-
out to describe one right way to compose a report.

What this handout does describe is a generally ap-
plicable format for the lab report for Introduction to
VLSI System Design, leaving you to adapt this for-
mat to your particular situation. That is, you can
vary the format according to what is most appropri-
ate for the work you are doing. More importantly,
always check with your TA or instructor about the
specific format he or she desires.

1.1 Title Page

The title page provides the name of the lab exper-
iment, the names of the lab partners (if any), the
date, and any other information your instructor or
TA requires.

1.2 Abstract

The abstract is the report in miniature. It summa-
rizes the whole report in one, concise paragraph of
about 50-100 words. As distinguished from the in-
troduction, the abstract tells the reader what will be
done and lays the groundwork. Also, the abstract
summarizes the report itself, not the actual exper-
iment. Hence, you cannot write the abstract until
after you have completed the report.

Before writing the abstract, it is often helpful to
summarize each section of the report (introduction,
methods and materials, procedure, results, discus-
sion, and conclusion) in one sentence. Then try to

arrange this information into a short paragraph. Re-
member, the abstract should be a precise and specific
summary.

1.3 Introduction

The abstract summarizes the whole report, whereas,
the introduction presents the subject of the report
and acquaints the reader with the experiment. The
introduction sets the entire mood of the report. Con-
sequently, it is the most important part of the report
as well as the hardest to get right.

Typically, the introduction states the problem to
be solved or the experiment to be performed and ex-
plains its purpose and significance. It also provides
previous research or methods to let the reader know
why this experiment is important (or to solve the
problem). Usually, putting the information verbatim
from another document, such as a lab manual, is not
recommended. Instead, you can simply make the ap-
propriate references to the manual.

1.4 Background

This section is a full descriptive narrative including
the basic theory behind what is trying to be accom-
plished in the laboratory. It is important to be com-
plete, accurate, and precise and to give credit where
credit is due. If any statement or equation is uti-
lized or paraphrased, it must be referenced. State
what you really did and why and what actually hap-
pened, not what was supposed to happen or what the
textbook said. If something occurred or you learned
something specific, you could state it here or in the
next section.

1.5 Results

Again, give your actual results, not what should
have happened. Although results are usually pre-
sented quantitatively, you should always introduce
each block of information verbally and provide clear
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and accurate verbal labels. You want to try to sum-
marize everything with some key figures. For exam-
ple, if you were completing a switch-level simulation,
you want to make sure that you give a comprehensive
review of the delay.

You must also explain, analyze, and interpret your
results, being especially careful to explain any errors
or problems. This is probably the single most im-
portant part of the report, since it is here that you
demonstrate that you understand and can interpret
what you have done.

1.6 Conclusion

Draw conclusions from the results and discussion that
answer the question, “So what?” Then go on to ex-
plain your conclusions. In this section, you may also
criticize the lab experiment and make recommenda-
tions for improvement. Such criticisms and recom-
mendations, however, should focus on the lab as a
learning experience; mere complaints about faulty
equipment or amount of time spent are not appro-
priate.

1.7 References

Some reports require references at the end. Use the
correct forms for the particular field you are working
in. Always consult your field for finding the appropri-
ate reference forms, and check a style manual for the
field. Our field is usually stated by either the ACM
and/or IEEE.

1.8 Appendices

Appendices should include raw data, calculations,
graphs, and other quantitative materials that were
part of the experiment, but not reported in any of the
above sections. It is also a good idea to annotate your
data that may come from simulation or equipment.
Refer to each appendix at the appropriate point (or
points) in your report. For example, at the end of
your results section, you might have the note, See
Appendix A: Raw Data Chart.

2 Rules for Writing

The role of writing is one of the most important
things that I hope you get out my classes. If you
can not communicate, you will not succeed in many
things you try to accomplish. I find that every year
I have many students who tell me that they hate re-
ports with a passion. However, I can tell you that
the only way to get better at writing is experience,

experience, experience. Ernest Hemingway, one of
America’s most prolific and famous authors, always
felt his English was terrible and that unless he prac-
ticed every day, his work would not be effective. I
feel this applies to you and me too. The following are
pointers and rules that help me when writing reports.

1. Try to be concise and succinct. Keep your infor-
mation/writing short and simple, so as make it
understandable by anybody. You do not have to
use several words, when one will do. Make sure
your sentences have a verb, nouns, and proper
structure. Use tables, bullets and graphs ef-
fectively. Each of these should tell a thousand
words.

2. Do not be afraid to start! Both you and I will
have a terrible report during the first attempt;
accept it, and move on. A good report takes a
significant number of revisions, so try to start
writing the report at least one week before the
report is due.

3. Try to be forceful with your vocabulary. This
means the following:

e Avoid vague language.

e Use active voice.

e Avoid clichés or catch phrases.
e Avoid jargon like user-friendly.

e Always elaborate on acronyms the first
time, then you can use the acronym once
you have established its meaning.

e Do not use pronouns such as I or we. In
general, reports should be written in the
third person in an impersonal style. The en-
tire report should be written in continuous
prose: do not expect figures or equations to
serve where sentences and paragraphs are
needed.

e As you edit your report, delete unnecessary
words, rewrite unclear phrases and clean up
grammatical errors. Use separate headings
for each section. Allow space between sec-
tions. Place tables, schematics, or graphs
logically usually at the top or bottom, la-
bel and number them clearly, and execute
them neatly. Aim for a clear, easy-to-read,
professional-looking report.

4. Be correct - the fear of not being grammatically
correct keeps many people away from writing.
One should be aware of grammar for structure.
The proper use of grammar gives the writer more
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authority. Special aspects ought to be consid-
ered, such as subject-verb agreement, correct use
of pronouns, avoiding the misunderstanding be-
tween he/she, the effective use of parallel con-
struction, and having the modifiers in the right
place. Always use the facts to base your obser-
vations and use them to make your case or to
justify your actions for simulating, creating, or
designing. Theory is the backbone to ALL re-
ports. You do not have to be a theorist, but you
do have to be correct.

5. Be polished - This is the last phase of the pro-
cess. After having been concise, forceful, and
correct, it is time to be polished and use the ad-
equate vocabulary to the audience. The writer
needs to communicate with the audience at the
audience’s level. This involves reading what you
have written a couple of times. Do not write
something and then not read it. Print it out,
and read it!!! T usually print out my documents
multiple times and make corrections on paper. I
find that I miss typos and other things by read-
ing it on the computer screen. Finally, do not
forget to use a spell-checking program.
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