
STARTING AND FINISHING BASIC TECHNICAL REPORTS 

As a major in Mathematical Science, with minors 

in Applied Statistics and Cybersecurity, technical 

reports were required writing in many of my 

classes.  

My first experience with writing a technical report 

occurred during my plebe year in MA104: Single 

Variable Calculus. While I was able to solve the 

problems given by the prompts of technical 

reports in that course, I struggled to communicate 

the importance of my results.  

Does that sound like you? If so, this guide is designed to help.  

CDT Nicholas Cunningham (’20) 

Getting Started 

There a few key concerns to address whenever you begin drafting. First, outline the requirements 

present in the assignment and as dictated by your instructor. Creating a deliberate checklist to 

verify you’re meeting every requirement will ensure you do not neglect any critical aspects. Sec-

ond, always consider your audience when communicating the importance of your results. The na-

ture of your audience determines how much technical detail you will include. Finally, consider 

your formatting choices add or detract from the professionalism of your report. Some assign-

ments may benefit from specialized typesetting or informational graphics and figures that make 

your communication more effective. 

OUTLINE YOUR REQUIREMENTS. Pay 

close attention to whatever professors say 

when they hand out a prompt. A prompt 

may not explicitly outline requirements in 

bullet-form and may require some dedi-

cated thinking to determine a professor’s 

intent. Try creating a checklist of all re-

quirements so you can reference it when 

you’re revising your drafts.  

If you aren’t confident you’re addressing 

everything, don’t hesitate to ask your pro-

fessor—or a classmate! 

CONSIDER YOUR AUDIENCE. Most tech-

nical reports in math courses ask you to act in 

an advisory role to a decisionmaker. For ex-

ample, an assignment could ask you to model 

the relationship between the populations of 

wolves and deer in a national park and then 

make a recommendation to the head park 

ranger. We can safely assume that our park 

ranger does not have an education in predator

-prey differential equations. The language of 

your recommendation should reflect the posi-

tion of whomever you are giving your recom-

mendation. 
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Applying Your New Skills 

Let’s consider the example of deer and wolves once more (look at the “Consider Your Audience” subsection on the front page 

of this guide!). Suppose we have two equations, one modeling the population growth of deer and other equation mod-

eling the population growth of wolves, all within the same state park: 

 

Our prompt asks the following: which of the variables x or y represents the deer population and which repre-

sents the wolf population?  

First, let’s outline our requirements. We definitely have to make a statement that specifies whichever species we 

think x or y represents. We should probably also explain how we arrived at this conclusion and how our coefficients 

helped us identify the variables.  

Second, let’s consider our audience. Recall that we are making a recommendation to park rangers. A park ranger 

would definitely be interested in how we arrived at our conclusion, but probably not that interested in an explanation 

of our two differential equations. Consequently, we should focus on contextualizing our results. 

Here’s an ideal response to the question: 

It seems that y should represent the wolf population. Without deer, the wolves would have no food; this 

drives the negative parameter (-0.2). In the same light, the “competition” parameter 0.008xy is positive, 

meaning that if there are a lot of deer, the wolf population would increase. It also makes sense that x is the 

deer population, since deer don’t rely on wolves for their food supply. Their population growth parameter 

(0.4) is thus positive. Since wolves eat the deer, the competition parameter −0.02 should be negative. 

Different sections of the technical report dictate just how ‘technical,’ and involved, your explanations should be. 

Your checklist will help you with each section along the way, especially sections that introduce your report and deliv-

er your final conclusions.  

Solving Problems 

This writing guide was authored by CDT Nicholas Cunningham (’20) in the context of academic coursework for the Writing Fellows 

Program at the United States Military Academy. It is informed by the WPR 2 for MA391: Mathematical Modeling 18-02 WPR (COL 

Joseph Lindquist) and includes a free use image from the public domain. It has been edited and produced by Dr. Jason Hoppe, West 

Point Writing Program. 2020. 

Polishing Your Final Draft 

Your final product should reflect the fact you have acted in the role of a professional advisor. Formatting is an im-

portant aspect of polishing your report. Have you ever noticed that math equations in Microsoft Word look a bit 

sloppy? Most professional products in math, including most math textbooks you’ve ever held, use Latex word-

processing software.  

Especially if you plan on becoming a STEM major, it will be to your advantage to get familiar with Latex. In my re-

search, I’ve discovered that, among other sites, overleaf.com provides a web-based version of Latex that doesn’t re-

quire installing anything on your computer and offers handy features like auto-complete and code-templates 

(https://www.overleaf.com/learn). You should also scour the web and check out highly regarded technical writers 

and statisticians such as Edward Tufte for tips on taking your data visualization to the next level as well... 

Keep these simple principles in mind, and you’ll be well on your way to solving  

WRITING challenges in math too. 


