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Whatever your chosen profession, the ability to communicate your knowledge to others is 
essential. This skill may not have been emphasized in your pre-college mathematics courses. The 
Department of Mathematics issues these guidelines to help you present your written work in a 
clear and organized manner. Your instructor may have additional guidelines for your particular 
course. If you have questions or want help in interpreting and applying these principles, see your 
instructor. 
 
1. Write as if the reader does not already know what you want to say. 
 Assume that the reader is a classmate who does not understand the problem nor how to 

solve it. This assumption will encourage complete and clear responses. The ultimate test of 
what you write is this: Can someone learn from your response? Easily? Remember, the 
reader will see only what you wrote, not what you meant to say! 

 
2. Use an easy-to-read format. 
 Every line must be horizontal and lie below the preceding one. Do not crowd your work; 

leave room for corrections and comments. Write legibly. 
 
3. Respect the equal sign. 
 The equal sign states that the expressions on both sides of an equation represent the same 

thing. Therefore, the two sides must be the same kind of object, not a number on one side 
and, for example, a set, vector or function on the other. The equal sign does not mean “the 
next test is,” “implies,” or “means.” The equal sign should not be used as a comma, a colon, 
or semi-colon in writing mathematics. It is not a punctuation mark. 

 
 Incorrect     Correct 
 f = x + 1     f(x) = x + 1 
 n = even = 2n    If n is even, then n = 2k for some k. 
 n2 = 16 = n =  ± 4    n2 = 16 implies n = ±4. 
 Case 1 = odd    Case 1:  n is odd 
 d/dx = 2x     dy/dx = 2x   
 f(x) = x2 = f '(x) = 2x   Because f(x) = x2, f '(x) = 2x. 
 Let k = k + 1    Replace k with k + 1. 
 
4. Write complete sentences. Equations and inequalities are sentences. 
 
 Non-sentence    Sentence 
 a + b     a + b = 15 
 Because s is positive   Because x is positive, x > –2. 
 (x + y)2 
 x2 + 2xy + y2    (x + y)2 = x2 + 2xy + y2 
 sin x      f(x) = sin(x) 
 
5. Avoid vague words such as “it.” 
 Mathematical language must be precise. Most problems contain many quantities: a length, 

an area, a function or two, a real number, and so on. “It” does not adequately state what you 
are referring to. The meaning may be clear to you, but not necessarily to the reader. 

 



6. Define any symbol you use that was not introduced in the problem statement. 
 (a)  Let f(x) = 1/x for all nonzero real numbers x. (d) Let f be a function. 
 (b)  Then n = 2k for some integer k.   (e)  Let m = b/a. 
 (c)  Let x be the number of pages in the first book. 
 
7. Guard against misuse of symbols. 

 

Incorrect Correct

f (x)! f (x)dx!
d
dx

= 2x dy
dx

= 2x

lim = 3 lim
x"2

f (x) = 3

d
dx

ln x2 + x( ) = 1
x2 + x

2x +1      d
dx

ln x2 + x( ) = 1
x2 + x

2x +1( )

 

 
8. Use words where appropriate. 
 If, then, and, and or are especially important. Leaving them out or misusing them may 

render your answer meaningless. Even when not absolutely necessary, words can help make 
your meaning clearer. Suppose that you are asked to find the point on the curve y = x2 + 4x 
where the tangent has zero slope. 

 
 Correct but poor presentation   Better presentation 
 Y’ = 2x + 4 = 0, x = –2, y = –4, (–2, –4)  If y = x2 + 4x, then y' = 2x + 4. 
        Set 2x + 4 = 0 to obtain x = –2. 
        For x = –2, we have y = –4. 
       So the desired point is (–2, –4). 
9. Common errors: 
 not answering the question use of pronouns such as it 
 incorrect English   using the same symbol for different quantities 
 incorrect mathematics  too many words and too few symbols or vice versa 
 hard-to-read format  leaving too little space for possible corrections 
 
10. When finished, check your solution not only for correct mathematics, but also for 

clarity, completeness, and good grammar. Do your sentences flow in a smooth natural 
sequence? Did you answer the questions? 

 
 Particularly for assignments you will submit for assessment and credit, put your responses 

away for a few hours and then read them aloud. Remember that good mathematical writing 
takes practice. Poorly written material is ineffective no matter how much mathematics you 
know. In other words, knowing the material and not being able to communicate it is, for 
all practical purposes, equivalent to not knowing the material. 

 
See also: 
A Guide to Writing Mathematics (www.cs.ucdavis.edu/~amenta/w10/writingman.pdf) 


