Scientific Graphing
Eventually students will probably generate all scientific graphs either on their calculator or computer. However, it is still appropriate for all students to know how to generate a scientific graph by hand. Follow these steps below to create a scientific graph.

1. A scientific graph must be on graph paper. A graph on notebook paper limits the number of significant figures, and is useless.

2. Every graph should have an appropriate title.

3. One full sheet of graph paper is used per graph. Either a portrait or a landscape format can be used.

4. The independent variable (the one that is controlled in the experiment) is plotted on the x-axis. The dependent variable is plotted on the y-axis.

5. The scale and range for each variable must be determined. Scientific graphs do not need to start with zero. The scale divisions should be easy to read and the range should cover the full space of the graph paper. No data should fall on the edge of the graph, so the range of the graph should be a little greater than the range of data. The scale on the x-axis does not have to agree with the scale for the y-axis in scientific graphs.

6. The scale should be clearly understood, but it is not necessary to write in every interval. Major divisions only should be shown for both axes.

7. The quantity being measured, along with the appropriate units should be labeled for both axes. For example, “volume (mL)” would be an acceptable label for an axis.

8. Each data point should be drawn with a small dot. A small circle should be drawn around each data point.

9. A smooth “best fit line” or curve should be drawn through the data points. Not all data points need to fall exactly on the line or curve. Use a ruler to draw a line.

10. If more than one set of data is graphed on the same set of axes, different colors should be used, and a color key should given on the graph paper.

