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HOW DO I WRITE AN ALGEBRAIC EXPRESSION: A
BEGINNER’S GUIDE TO TURNING WORDS INTO MATH

If you have ever stared at a word problem and wondered, “How
do I write an algebraic expression for this?” you are not alone.
Many students  find the transition  from ordinary  language to  the
concise world of algebra a little intimidating at first. Yet, learning
how  to  write  an  algebraic  expression  is  one  of  the  most
empowering skills you can develop. It gives you a way to model
real-world  situations,  solve  problems  efficiently,  and
communicate  mathematical  ideas  clearly.  Whether  you  are
helping a child with homework, brushing up for a college course,
or  simply  satisfying  your  curiosity,  this  guide  will  walk  you
through everything you need to know. By the end, you will not
only understand what an algebraic expression is, but you will also
feel  confident  creating  your  own  from  everyday  phrases  and
scenarios.
At its heart, an algebraic expression is a combination of numbers,
variables, and operation symbols that represents a value. The
key difference between an expression and an equation is that an

expression does not  contain  an equals  sign.  Think of  it  as  a
mathematical  phrase  rather  than  a  complete  sentence.  For
example, “3x + 5” is an expression. It tells you to multiply some
unknown number by three and then add five. That is all. There is
no  statement  of  equality,  just  a  description  of  a  calculation.
Understanding  this  distinction  is  the  first  step  toward  mastering
how to write an algebraic expression.

WHY LEARN TO WRITE ALGEBRAIC EXPRESSIONS?

Before we dive into the mechanics, it is worth asking why this
skill  matters.  Algebraic  expressions are the building blocks of
higher mathematics, but they also appear in everyday life. When
you calculate a discount at a store, figure out how much gas you
need  for  a  trip,  or  adjust  a  recipe  for  a  different  number  of
servings, you are essentially working with algebraic expressions.
Learning how to write an algebraic expression helps you translate
a problem from words into a form you can manipulate and solve.
It  turns  a  vague  situation  into  something  precise  and
manageable. Moreover, it builds critical thinking skills because
you must identify what is known, what is unknown, and how the
quantities relate to one another.
For students, mastering this skill early on makes later topics like
solving  equations,  graphing,  and  modeling  much  more
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accessible. For adults returning to education, it can be the key
that unlocks new career opportunities or personal  projects.  In
short, knowing how to write an algebraic expression is not just
about passing a test. It is about gaining a tool for clearer thinking
and better problem-solving in many areas of life.

THE ESSENTIAL COMPONENTS OF AN ALGEBRAIC
EXPRESSION

To  write  an  algebraic  expression  confidently,  you  must  first
understand its building blocks. Every expression consists of a few
basic elements. Let us break them down.

Variables
A variable  is  a  symbol,  usually  a  letter  like  x,  y,  or  n,  that
represents an unknown or changeable quantity. When you are
asked, “How do I  write an algebraic expression for a number
increased by seven?” the “number” is  your variable.  You can
choose any letter, though x is the most common. Variables give
expressions  their  flexibility.  They  allow  you  to  work  with
quantities  you  do  not  yet  know.

Constants
Constants  are  fixed  numbers  that  do  not  change.  In  the
expression 3x + 5, the 5 is a constant. It is always 5, no matter
what x is. Constants anchor your expression and provide a known
reference point.

Operation Symbols
These  are  the  familiar  signs  of  arithmetic:  addition  (+),
subtraction  (−),  multiplication  (×  or  ·),  and  division  (÷).  In
algebra, multiplication is often shown by placing numbers and
variables next to each other, like 3x, which means 3 times x.
Division is frequently written as a fraction. Understanding how to
translate words into these symbols is a core part of learning how
to write an algebraic expression.

Coefficients
A coefficient is a number multiplied by a variable. In 3x, 3 is the
coefficient.  It  tells  you how many times to multiply the variable.
Coefficients can be whole numbers, fractions, or decimals.

Terms
A term is a single part of an expression, separated by plus or
minus signs. In 2x + 3y − 5, there are three terms: 2x, 3y, and
−5. Each term is a product of numbers and variables, or just a
constant. Recognizing terms helps you understand the structure
of the expression.
Once you are comfortable with these components, you are ready
to start translating words into algebra.



How Do I Write An Algebraic Expression 3

3

A STEP-BY-STEP APPROACH TO WRITING ALGEBRAIC
EXPRESSIONS

Now that we have covered the basics, let us answer the central
question: How do I write an algebraic expression from a word
phrase?  The  following  step-by-step  method  will  help  you
approach  any  problem  systematically.

Step 1: Read the Phrase
Carefully
Take your  time.  Identify  the  quantities  involved.  What  is  the
unknown?  What  numbers  are  given?  What  operations  are
described? For example, consider the phrase “five less than twice
a  number.”  The  unknown is  “a  number.”  The  operations  are
“twice” (multiplication by 2) and “less than” (subtraction). But be
careful with the order. “Five less than twice a number” means
you first double the number, then subtract five. So the expression
is 2x − 5, not 5 − 2x. This is a common pitfall, and we will discuss
it more later.

Step 2: Choose a Variable
Pick  a  letter  to  represent  the  unknown.  It  is  usually  best  to
choose a letter that makes sense for the context. For a number, x
or  n  works  well.  For  a  specific  quantity  like  “the  number  of
apples,” you might use a. There are no strict rules, but clarity
helps.

Step 3: Translate Keywords
into Operations
This  is  where a  keyword chart  becomes invaluable.  Here are
some of the most common translations:

Addition: sum, plus, increased by, more than, added to,
total, altogether
Subtraction: difference, minus, decreased by, less than,
subtracted from, reduced by, fewer than
Multiplication: product, times, multiplied by, of, twice,
double, triple, each, per
Division: quotient, divided by, per, out of, ratio of, split
equally, shared equally
Equals: is, are, was, were, gives, yields, equals, results in
(though remember, these lead to equations, not just
expressions)

Keep in mind that some phrases are tricky. For example, “the
quotient of a number and 4” means x ÷ 4, while “the quotient of
4 and a number” means 4 ÷ x.  Order  matters,  especially  in
subtraction and division.

Step 4: Write the
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Expression and Check Your
Work
Combine your variable, constants, and operations into a single
mathematical  phrase.  Then  read  it  back  to  yourself.  Does  it
match the original wording? Try plugging in a simple number for
the variable and see if the result makes sense in context. This
verification  step  is  often  overlooked,  but  it  is  essential  for
accuracy.

COMMON KEYWORDS AND THEIR ALGEBRAIC
TRANSLATIONS

Let us expand on the keyword chart with more examples and
nuances. This will make it easier for you to answer the question,
“How do I write an algebraic expression?” in any situation.

Addition Keywords
Words like “sum,” “plus,” “increased by,” and “more than” all
indicate addition. However, be mindful of phrasing. “A number
increased by 7” is x + 7. “Seven more than a number” is also x +
7. But “the sum of a number and 7” is the same. These are all
straightforward.

Subtraction Keywords
This is where many mistakes happen. “A number decreased by 5”
is x − 5. “Five less than a number” is also x − 5. But “5 less a
number”  is  5  −  x,  which  is  different.  The  phrase  “subtracted
from” reverses the order.  For  example,  “7 subtracted from a
number” means x − 7, not 7 − x. Always ask yourself: which
quantity is being taken away from which?

Multiplication Keywords
“Product,” “times,” and “multiplied by” are common. “Twice a
number” is 2x. “Triple a number” is 3x. “Half of a number” is
(1/2)x  or  x/2.  Note  that  “of”  often  indicates  multiplication,
especially  with  fractions  or  percentages.  For  instance,  “three-
fourths of a number” is (3/4)x.

Division Keywords
“Quotient,” “divided by,” and “per” signal division. “The quotient
of a number and 6” is x ÷ 6 or x/6. “The quotient of 6 and a
number” is  6 ÷ x or  6/x.  Again,  order is  critical.  “Ratio of  a
number to 7” also means x/7.
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Combined Operations
Many real-world phrases involve more than one operation. For
example, “the sum of twice a number and 5” is 2x + 5. “Three
times the difference of a number and 4” is 3(x − 4). Parentheses
are your friends here.  They group operations and ensure the
correct order of calculations. Whenever you see phrases like “the
sum  of,”  “the  difference  of,”  “the  product  of,”  or  “the  quotient
of,”  the words that follow often form a group that should be
enclosed in parentheses.

FROM SIMPLE TO COMPLEX: EXAMPLES YOU CAN
FOLLOW

The best way to learn how to write an algebraic expression is to
practice with examples. Let us start with simple ones and move
toward more challenging phrases.

Example 1: Simple Addition
Phrase: “A number plus 12.”
Variable: Let n be the number.
Expression: n + 12.

Example 2: Simple

Subtraction
Phrase: “A number minus 8.”
Variable: Let x be the number.
Expression: x − 8.

Example 3: Multiplication
Phrase: “The product of 7 and a number.”
Variable: Let y be the number.
Expression: 7y.

Example 4: Division
Phrase: “The quotient of a number and 3.”
Variable: Let a be the number.
Expression: a ÷ 3 or a/3.

Example 5: Two Operations
Phrase: “Twice a number increased by 9.”
Variable: Let x be the number.
Expression: 2x + 9.
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Example 6: Subtraction
with Careful Order
Phrase: “6 less than twice a number.”
Variable: Let n be the number.
Expression: 2n − 6. (Not 6 − 2n!)

Example 7: Using
Parentheses
Phrase: “Three times the sum of a number and 5.”
Variable: Let x be the number.
Expression: 3(x + 5). The parentheses ensure you add first, then
multiply.

Example 8: A Real-World
Scenario

Phrase: “The cost of renting a bike is 5 dollars plus 2 dollars per
hour.”
Variable: Let h be the number of hours.
Expression: 5 + 2h. This is a classic linear expression you might
see in everyday life.

Example 9: A More
Complex Phrase
Phrase: “Half of a number decreased by the product of 4 and the
same number.”
Variable: Let y be the number.
Expression: (1/2)y − 4y. You could also write this as 0.5y − 4y.

Example 10: Involving
Division and Addition
Phrase: “The sum of a number divided by 7 and 3


