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UNLOCKING THE
LANGUAGE OF
MATHEMATICS: A
GUIDE TO KEY
WORDS IN MATH
WORD PROBLEMS

For  many  students,
math  class  feels  like
learning  a  foreign
language .  Th i s  i s
especially  true  when
t h e  n u m b e r s  a r e
h i d d e n  i n s i d e
sentences, wrapped in
scenarios about buying
app les ,  t rave l ing
distances,  or  sharing
p i z z a .  T h e  r e a l
challenge  of  a  math
word  problem  isn't
always the calculation;

i t  i s  o f t e n  t h e
translation.  How  do
y o u  c o n v e r t  a
paragraph  of  English
into  a  clean,  solvable
equation?  The  answer
lies  in  mastering  the
key  words  in  math
word  prob lems .
These  specific  terms
act as signals, pointing
you toward the correct
operation—whether  it
is addition, subtraction,
mult ip l icat ion,  or
division. By learning to
r e c o g n i z e  t h e s e
linguistic cues, you can
demystify the problem
and build a clear path
to the solution.
This guide will serve as
y o u r  t r a n s l a t i o n
m a n u a l .  W e  w i l l
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exp lo re  the  mos t
common  signal  words
for  each  operation,
discuss  strategies  for
dealing with multi-step
problems, and provide
p r a c t i c a l  t i p s  t o
improve your problem-
solving skills.  Whether
you  are  a  s tudent
s t r u g g l i n g  w i t h
homework,  a  parent
helping a  child,  or  an
adult  brushing  up  on
fundamental  skills,
understanding  these
key  terms  is  the  first
s tep  toward  math
confidence.

Why
Vocabular
y Matters
in

Mathema
tics
Mathematics  is  often
d e s c r i b e d  a s  a
universal language, but
the  word  problems
used  to  teach  it  are
anything but universal.
They  rely  heavily  on
the nuances of English
vocabulary.  A  student
might  be an excellent
calculator,  able  to
pe r fo rm  comp lex
arithmetic  with  ease,
yet  still  fail  a  test  on
word  problems.  This
disconnect  usually
stems  from  a  lack  of
familiarity  with  the
specific  terminology
used  to  f rame  the
question.  When  you
understand that "sum"
means  addition  and
"difference"  means
subtraction, you are no
longer  guessing.  You
are  following  a  clear
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set  of  instructions.
Recognizing  these
signal words in math
word problems shifts
y o u r  f o c u s  f r o m
figuring out what to do
to  actually  doing  the
math.

A
Compreh
ensive
Breakdow
n of Key
Words by
Operation
To make this practical,
let’s  categorize  the
most  common  key
words in math word
prob lems  by  the
operation they typically
signal.  Keep  in  mind

that context is king. A
w o r d  l i k e  " m o r e "
usua l l y  sugges t s
add i t ion ,  but  in  a
problem  l ike  "How
many  more  apples
does  Bob  have  than
S u e ? "  i t  s i g n a l s
subtraction (finding the
difference).  Always
r e a d  t h e  e n t i r e
sentence.

KEY WORDS FOR
ADDITION

Addition  is  often  the
first  operation  we
learn,  and  its  signal
words  are  usua l ly
about  combining  or
increasing  a  quantity.

Sum or Total:
"What is the sum
of 15 and 23?"
This is the most
direct signal for
addition.
In All /
Altogether:
"Sarah has 5 red
marbles and 3
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blue marbles.
How many
marbles does she
have in all?"
Increased by:
"The
temperature was
20 degrees. It
increased by 5
degrees. What is
the new
temperature?"
Plus / And:
"Five plus three
equals eight."
These are the
most basic
arithmetic terms.
More than:
"This number is
10 more than
25." This implies
adding 10 to 25.
Joint /
Combined:
"What is the
combined weight
of the two
boxes?"
Extra /
Additional: "If
you need 10

cups of flour and
you already have
3, how many
extra cups do
you need?" (This
is a classic
"missing addend"
problem).

KEY WORDS FOR
SUBTRACTION

Subtraction  involves
t a k i n g  a w a y ,
comparing  differences,
or  finding  a  missing
part.  The  key  words
i n  m a t h  w o r d
p r o b l e m s  f o r
subtract ion  o f ten
involve comparison.

Difference:
"Find the
difference
between 100 and
45." This means
subtract the
smaller number
from the larger
one.
Less than:
"What number is
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12 less than 30?"
This means 30 -
12.
Fewer: "Jason
has 20 stickers.
Maria has 5
fewer. How many
does Maria
have?"
Decreased by:
"The stock price
decreased by 15
points."
Remain / Left
over: "You have
10 cookies. You
eat 3. How many
are left?" This is
the most
common and
intuitive
subtraction
problem.
Minus / Take
away: "Seven
minus four
equals three."
How much
more/longer:
"Tom ran for 10
minutes. Jerry
ran for 7

minutes. How
much longer did
Tom run?" (This
finds the
difference).
Subtract /
Reduce: "If you
reduce 100 by
40, what is the
result?"

KEY WORDS FOR
MULTIPLICATION

Multiplication  is  often
described as  repeated
addit ion.  I ts  math
problem  keywords
usually  involve groups
of equal size.

Times /
Multiplied by:
"What is 5 times
8?"
Product: "The
product of 9 and
6 is..." This is a
direct signal for
multiplication.
Each / Per:
"There are 4
bags. Each bag



6

6 Key Words In Math Word
Problems

2024-01-10

has 6 oranges.
How many
oranges are
there in total?"
For every / For
each: "For every
hour you work,
you earn $15.
How much do
you earn in 5
hours?"
Total in
groups: "There
are 3 rows of
chairs, with 7
chairs in each
row. What is the
total number of
chairs?"
Double / Triple
/ Factor:
"Double the
number 8"
means 8 x 2.
"What is the
factor of 12?"
(While more
advanced, it
implies
multiplication).
Of: "What is one-
fourth of 20?"

(This implies
multiplication:
0.25 x 20).

KEY WORDS FOR
DIVISION

Div i s i on  i s  abou t
splitting  a  whole  into
equal  parts  or  finding
how  many  t imes  a
number  goes  in to
another.

Quotient: "What
is the quotient of
50 divided by
10?" This is the
definitive signal
for division.
Split / Share
equally: "Split
$100 equally
among 4
people." This
means 100 ÷ 4.
Per / Each (as a
rate): "Price per
item" or "miles
per gallon." You
divide the total
by the number of
items to find the
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rate.
Divided by /
Divided into:
"How many
times does 5
divide into 20?"
or "20 divided by
5."
Average /
Mean: "Find the
average of 10,
20, and 30."
(First you add,
then you divide
by the count).
Goes into: "How
many times does
3 go into 15?"
Out of: "What
percentage is 25
out of 200?"
(Implies division:
25 ÷ 200).
Half / Third /
Quarter: "Find
half of 100." (100
÷ 2).

The
Challenge
of Multi-
Step
Problems
and
Conflictin
g Terms
R e a l - w o r l d  m a t h
problems  are  rarely  a
single  step.  A  typical
problem might ask: "If
you  buy  3  shirts  for
$15 each and a hat for
$10,  what is  the total
c o s t ?  H o w  m u c h
change  do  you  get
from a $100 bill?" This
s i m p l e  s c e n a r i o
requires  two  different
operations.  First,  you
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must multiply (3 x $15)
to  find  the  shirt  cost,
then add the hat ($45
+  $10),  and  finally
subtract  from  $100.
Furthermore,  some
key  words  in  math
word  problems  can
be  tricky.  The  word
"more"  can  indicate
addit ion  ("I  want  5
more  do l l a r s " )  o r
subtract ion  ("How
many more cups does
she  need?"  wh ich
implies  finding  a
missing  addend).  The
word  "total"  usually
means addition, but in
a  subtraction  problem
asking for a difference,
you  might  add  first  to
find  the  total  before
sub t rac t i ng .  The
p h r a s e  " t i m e s  a s
many"  i s  a  s t rong
s i g n a l  f o r
multiplication,  but
"times  fewer"  can  be
confusing and is rarely
used  co r rec t l y  i n
everyday  language.

The  best  way  to  deal
with  complexity  is  to
pause  and  break  the
problem  down  into
s m a l l e r ,  l o g i c a l
sentences.

Practical
Strategie
s for
Solving
Word
Problems
Knowing  the  math
problem keywords is
only  half  the  battle.
Y o u  a l s o  n e e d  a
consistent  method  for
applying them. Here is
a systematic approach
that works for students
of all ages.

Read the Entire1.
Problem Twice:
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The first read is
for a general
idea. The second
read is for
details. Do not
grab numbers
and operations
immediately.
Identify the2.
Question: Look
for the sentence
that contains the
question mark.
This tells you
what you are
ultimately trying
to find. Underline
it. This is your
target.
Find the Key3.
Words: Now,
scan the problem
for the key
words in math
word problems
we discussed.
Circle them. Do
not just rely on
the words; think
about what they
mean in context.
Write a Simple4.

Sentence:
Before doing any
math, write a
sentence that
describes what
you are trying to
find. For
example, "I need
to find the total
cost of the shirts
and the hat."
Estimate an5.
Answer: Before
you calculate,
make a rough
guess. Is the
answer going to
be big or small?
This helps you
catch silly
mistakes later.
Solve Step-by-6.
Step: Use the
key words to
determine the
operation for
each step. Write
down each step
clearly so you
can track your
work.
Check Your7.
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Answer: Does
your answer
make sense?
Does it fit the
context of the
problem? Re-
read the
question one last
time to ensure
you answered
what was asked.

Common
Pitfalls
and How
to Avoid
Them
Even  with  a  strong
grasp of keywords in
math  prob lems ,
mistakes happen. Here
are  a  few  common
traps:

Keyword
Addiction: This

is when a
student sees the
word "more" and
automatically
adds, without
reading the full
context. Always
read the entire
sentence. "How
many more
apples does Tom
have than Jerry?"
is a subtraction
problem.
Ignoring Small
Words: Words
like "each,"
"every," and
"total" are easy
to gloss over, but
they are critical.
"Each" often
suggests
multiplication,
while "total"
often signals the
final answer after
addition.
Misreading
Negatives: A
problem might
say "All except 3
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students went
outside." This
implies
subtraction from
the total class
size.
Forgetting the
Units: The final
answer is not just
a number; it is a
number with a
unit (dollars,
miles, cookies).
Forgetting to
include the unit
is a common
error.
Relying Only
on the Last
Sentence:
Often, the
answer requires
information from
the first sentence
and the last
sentence. You
cannot jump to
the question
without
understanding
the scenario.

Building a
Strong
Foundatio
n for the
Future
Mastering  the  key
words in math word
problems  is  not  just
about passing the next
test. It is about building
a fundamental skill for
life. From calculating a
tip  at  a  restaurant  to
u n d e r s t a n d i n g  a
budget  or  interpreting
data at work,  you are
constantly  decoding
word  problems.  The
more  comfortable  you
a r e  w i t h  t h i s
translation process, the
more confident you will
b e c o m e  i n  y o u r
quantitative  reasoning
skills. As you progress
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i n t o  a l g e b r a  a n d
geometry,  these same
principles  apply.  You
will  look  for  phrases
l i ke  " the  sum  o f  a
number  and  5"  and
immediately  know  to
write  "x  +  5."
F o r  p a r e n t s  a n d
teachers,  explicitly
t e a c h i n g  t h i s
vocabulary  is  one  of
the  most  effective
interventions  you  can
provide. Create a word
wall in your classroom
or at home. Practice by
taking  simple  math
facts and writing word
problems  to  match
them.  This  "reverse
engineering"  helps
students  understand
the  structure  behind
the language. The goal
i s  t o  m a k e  t h e
recognition  automatic,
so  the student's  brain
n o  l o n g e r  s e e s  a
jumble of words, but a

clear,  logical  set  of
instructions.

Conclusio
n
Math  word  problems
a r e  n o t  s t o r i e s
designed to  trick  you;
they  are  puzzles  that
teach you how to apply
mathematics  to  real
l i f e .  T h e  c o d e  t o
solving  these  puzzles
lies  in  understanding
the  key  words  in
m a t h  w o r d
problems. By learning
to distinguish between
a  " s u m "  a n d  a
"difference,"  a
" p r o d u c t "  a n d  a
" q u o t i e n t , "  y o u
effectively  break  the
code.  Remember  to
read carefully, question
t h e  c o n t e x t ,  a n d
always  check  your
work. With practice,


