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UNDERSTANDING
THE LANGUAGE OF
NUMBERS

Mathematics  is  often
called  the  universal
language, but like any
language,  it  has  its
o w n  v o c a b u l a r y .
W h e t h e r  y o u  a r e
helping  a  child  with
homework, brushing up
on  skills  for  a  career
change,  or  s imply
s a t i s f y i n g  y o u r
curiosity,  knowing  the
basic  math terms and
definitions  is  essential.
These  terms form the
f o u n d a t i o n  f o r
everything from simple
arithmetic to advanced

calculus. This guide will
walk  you  through  the
core  vocabulary  you
need  to  communicate
effectively  in  the  world
of  numbers.  We  will
explore each term with
c l e a r  e x a m p l e s ,
making  the  concepts
easy  to  grasp  and
remember.

THE CORE
OPERATIONS:
ADDITION,
SUBTRACTION,
MULTIPLICATION,
AND DIVISION

Addition
A d d i t i o n  i s  t h e
process  of  combining
two or  more  numbers
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to  find  a  total  or  sum.
The  numbers  being
a d d e d  a r e  c a l l e d
addends ,  and  the
result is the sum.  For
example, in 3 + 5 = 8,
3 and 5 are addends,
and 8 is the sum. The
plus  sign  (+)  is  the
symbol for  addition.  A
handy  property  of
addition  is  that  it  is
c o m m u t a t i v e — t h e
order of addends does
not  change  the  sum.
So 5 + 3 is the same as
3 + 5.

Subtracti
on
Subtraction  is  the
operation of taking one
number  away  from
another.  The  number
f r o m  w h i c h  y o u
s u b t r a c t  i s  t h e
minuend. The number
being subtracted is the
subtrahend .  The
result  is  called  the

difference.  For
instance, in 9 – 4 = 5,
9 is the minuend, 4 is
the subtrahend, and 5
is  the  difference.  The
minus sign (–) is used.
Subtract ion  is  not
commutative;  order
m a t t e r s  g r e a t l y .
U n d e r s t a n d i n g
subtraction  is  crucial
f o r  concep t s  l i ke
negative numbers and
balancing equations.

Multiplica
tion
Multiplication can be
thought of as repeated
addition.  It  involves
c o m b i n i n g  e q u a l
groups.  The  numbers
being  multiplied  are
fac tors ,  a n d  t h e
answer is the product.
For example, 4 × 6 =
24. Here, 4 and 6 are
factors,  and 24 is  the
p r o d u c t .  T h e
multiplication  sign  (×)
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is commonly used, but
a dot (·) or parentheses
can  a l so  ind i ca te
multiplication.  Like
addition,  multiplication
is commutative: 4 × 6
e q u a l s  6  ×  4 .
M u l t i p l i c a t i o n  i s
f u n d a m e n t a l  f o r
understanding  area,
scaling, and many real-
world calculations.

Division
Division is the process
of  splitting  a  number
into  equal  parts.  The
number  being  divided
is  the  dividend.  The
number you divide by
is  the  divisor .  The
result is the quotient.
If there is a remainder,
that is the amount left
over.  For  instance,  in
15 ÷ 3 = 5, 15 is the
d iv idend,  3  i s  the
divisor,  and  5  is  the
quotient.  The  division
symbol  (÷) or  a slash
( / )  c a n  b e  u s e d .

D i v i s i o n  i s  n o t
c o m m u t a t i v e ;
swapping the dividend
and  divisor  gives  a
completely  different
result. It is the inverse
o p e r a t i o n  o f
multipl ication.

KEY PROPERTIES
AND RULES

Commuta
tive
Property
The  commutative
property  states  that
the  order  of  numbers
does  not  change  the
result for addition and
multiplication.  For
example, 2 + 7 = 7 +
2, and 3 × 5 = 5 × 3.
S u b t r a c t i o n  a n d
division  do  not  have
this property.
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Associati
ve

Property
The  assoc iat ive
property  says  that
w h e n  a d d i n g  o r
multiplying,  the  way
you group the numbers
with parentheses does
not affect the outcome.
For addition: (1 + 2) +
3 = 1 + (2 + 3).  For
multiplication:  (2 × 3)
× 4 = 2 × (3 × 4). This
property helps simplify
complex expressions.

Distributi
ve
Property
The  distr ibut ive
property  connects
mult ipl ication  and
addition. It states that

multiplying  a  number
by a sum is the same
as  mult iplying  the
n u m b e r  b y  e a c h
a d d e n d  a n d  t h e n
adding  the  products.
For example: 3 × (4 +
5) = (3 × 4) + (3 × 5)
= 12 + 15 = 27. This
p r o p e r t y  i s  u s e d
extensively in algebra.

NUMBERS AND
THEIR TYPES

Natural
Numbers
Natural numbers are
the counting numbers:
1, 2, 3, 4, and so on.
Some  definitions
inc lude  ze ro ,  bu t
traditionally  natural
numbers  start  at  1.
They are  the simplest
set  of  numbers  used
for counting objects.
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Whole
Numbers
Whole  numbers
include  al l  natural
numbers  plus  zero:  0,
1,  2,  3,  ...  They  are
used  when  zero  i s
needed  to  represent
nothing.

Integers
Integers extend whole
numbers  to  include
negative  numbers:  ...,
-3, -2, -1, 0, 1, 2, 3, ...
They  are  useful  for
r e p r e s e n t i n g
temperatures  below
z e r o ,  d e b t s ,  o r
elevations  below  sea
level.

Rational

Numbers
Rational  numbers
are  numbers  that  can
be  expressed  as  a
fraction  a/b  where  a
and b are integers and
b  is  not  zero .  Th is
includes integers (e.g.,
5  =  5/1),  terminating
decimals (e.g.,  0.75 =
3/4),  and  repeating
decimals (e.g., 0.333...
= 1/3).

Irrational
Numbers
Irrational  numbers
cannot be written as a
simple  fraction.  Their
decimal expansions go
on  forever  without
repeating.  Famous
examples include π (pi)
a n d  √ 2 .  T h e y  a r e
essential  in  geometry
a n d  h i g h e r
mathematics.
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Real
Numbers
Real numbers include
a l l  r a t i o n a l  a n d
irrational  numbers.
They  fill  the  number
l ine  wi th  no  gaps.
Almost  every  number
you encounter in basic
math is a real number.

FRACTIONS,
DECIMALS, AND
PERCENTAGES

Fractions
A  fraction  represents
a part of a whole. It has
a numerator (the top
n u m b e r )  a n d  a
denominator  (the
bottom  number).  For
i n s t a n c e ,  i n  t h e
fraction  3/4,  3  is  the
numerator and 4 is the
denominator .  The
denominator  tells  how
many  equal  parts  the

whole  is  divided  into,
and the numerator tells
how  many  of  those
p a r t s  a r e  t a k e n .
F r a c t i o n s  c a n  b e
proper  (numerator
l e s s  t h a n
d e n o m i n a t o r ) ,
improper  (numerator
greater  than  or  equal
to  denominator),  or
mixed  numbers  (a
whole  number  and  a
fraction combined).

Decimals
A  decimal  is  another
way  to  r ep resen t
fractions using powers
of  ten.  The  decimal
point  separates  the
whole  number  part
from  the  fractional
part. For example, 0.25
is  equivalent  to  1/4.
Each  digit  after  the
decimal  point  has  a
place  value:  tenths,
h u n d r e d t h s ,
thousandths,  and  so
o n .  D e c i m a l s  a r e
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widely used in money,
measurement,  and
science.

Percenta
ges
A  percentage  means
per  hundred.  It  is  a
f r a c t i o n  w i t h
denominator  100.  For
example,  25%  means
2 5  o u t  o f  1 0 0 ,  o r
2 5 / 1 0 0  =  0 . 2 5 .
P e r c e n t a g e s  a r e
commonly  used  to
express  discounts,
interest  rates,  and
s t a t i s t i c a l  d a t a .
Converting  between
percentages, decimals,
and fractions is  a key
skill in basic math.

EXPONENTS AND
ROOTS

Exponent
s
An exponent indicates
how  many  t imes  a
number  (the  base)  is
multiplied by itself. For
example, in 5³, 5 is the
b a s e  a n d  3  i s  t h e
exponent, meaning 5 ×
5  ×  5  =  1 2 5 .
Exponents  are  also
called  powers.  Special
exponents  include:  2
(squared),  3  (cubed).
The  term  power  can
refer  to  the  ent ire
expression,  e.g.,  "5 to
the  th i rd  power . "
E x p o n e n t s  a r e
f u n d a m e n t a l  f o r
scientific  notation  and
algebra.

Square
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Roots
The square root of a
number is a value that,
when  multiplied  by
itself, gives the original
number.  The  square
root  symbol  is  √.  For
example ,  √25  =  5
because 5 × 5 = 25.
Every positive number
has two square roots: a
positive and a negative
(e.g., √25 = 5 and -5).
However,  the principal
square  root  is  usually
the  pos i t i ve  one .
S q u a r e  r o o t s  a r e
essential  for geometry
(e.g.,  finding  side
lengths of squares) and
quadratic equations.

BASIC GEOMETRY
TERMS

Point,

Line, and
Plane
A  point  is  an  exact
locat ion  in  space,
represented by a dot. It
h a s  n o  s i z e  o r
dimensions. A line is a
straight path of points
that  extends  infinitely
in  both  directions.  A
plane  is  a  flat  surface
that  extends  infinitely
in all directions. These
are the building blocks
of geometry.

Angles
An angle is formed by
two rays that  share a
common  endpoint
cal led  the  vertex .
Angles  are  measured
in degrees (°). A right
angle  is  exactly  90°,
an acute angle is less
than  90°,  an  obtuse
angle  is  between 90°
a n d  1 8 0 ° ,  a n d  a
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straight  angle  is
exactly  180°.

Polygons
A polygon is a closed
shape  with  straight
s i d e s .  C o m m o n
po lygons  inc lude
triangles  (3  sides),
quadrilaterals (4 sides)
l i k e  s q u a r e s  a n d
rectangles,  pentagons
( 5  s i d e s ) ,  a n d
hexagons  (6  sides).
The  perimeter  is  the
total distance around a
polygon, and the area
is the amount of space
inside it.

Circles
A  circle  is  a  set  of
points that are all  the
same distance from a
center  po in t .  The
radius is the distance
from the center to any
point on the circle. The
diameter  is twice the
radius, passing through

t h e  c e n t e r .  T h e
circumference  is  the
distance  around  the
circle,  calculated  as  π
× diameter.

WORD PROBLEMS
AND
MATHEMATICAL
LANGUAGE

Understanding  basic
m a t h  t e r m s  a n d
definitions  also  helps
you  translate  word
p r o b l e m s  i n t o
equations. Phrases like
" s u m  o f "  m e a n
addition,  "difference
of" means subtraction,
"product  of"  means
multiplication,  and
"quotient  of"  means
division. "Increased by"
suggests  addition,
while  "decreased  by"
suggests  subtraction.
K n o w i n g  t h e s e
keywords allows you to
c o n v e r t  E n g l i s h
s e n t e n c e s  i n t o
m a t h e m a t i c a l
exp ress i ons .  Fo r
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example,  "the product
of  5  and  a  number"
becomes 5 × n, where
n is the unknown.

WHY MASTERING
BASIC MATH
TERMS MATTERS

Proficiency  in  basic
m a t h  t e r m s  a n d
definitions  is  not  just
about passing tests. It
empowers you to make
informed  decisions  in
d a i l y  l i f e — f r o m
calculating  a  tip  at  a
r e s t a u r a n t  t o
understanding  interest
rates on a loan. It also
b u i l d s  a  s t r o n g
foundation  for  more
advanced  topics  like
algebra, statistics, and
calculus. When you can
name the  parts  of  an
equat ion,  you  can
communicate  more
clearly  with  teachers,
colleagues,  and  even
financial  advisors.
M o r e o v e r ,
understanding  the

language  o f  math
reduces  anxiety  and
boosts  confidence
when facing numerical
challenges.

PRACTICAL TIPS
FOR LEARNING
AND
REMEMBERING

Create
flashcards for
each term and
definition. Write
the term on one
side and the
definition and an
example on the
other.
Practice with
real-world
examples:
When shopping,
mentally
calculate
discounts
(percentages) or
divide a bill
among friends
(division).
Use online
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quizzes to test
your knowledge
of basic math
vocabulary.
Many
educational
websites offer
free interactive
exercises.
Teach someone
else—explaining
a concept like
the distributive
property to a
friend or family
member
reinforces your
own
understanding.
Keep a math
journal where
you write down
each new term

along with a
sentence using
it. Review the
journal weekly.

COMMON
MISTAKES TO
AVOID

When  learning  basic
m a t h  t e r m s  a n d
definitions,  a  few
pitfalls  are  common.
One  is  confusing  the
commutative  property
( a d d i t i o n  a n d
multiplication) with the
associative  property
(grouping).  Another  is
mixing  up  the  divisor
and dividend in division
p r o b l e m s .  A l s o ,
r e m e m b e r  t h a t  a
fraction


