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MASTERING THE ART OF TRANSLATION: HOW TO
WRITE A WORD PHRASE FOR EACH ALGEBRAIC
EXPRESSION

Mathematics is often described as a universal language, yet for
many students, the transition between spoken English and the
symbolic notation of algebra can feel like deciphering an ancient
code. One of the most fundamental skills in early algebra is the
ability to translate between these two worlds. The ability to write
a word phrase for each algebraic expression is not merely a
classroom exercise; it is the bedrock upon which problem-solving,
equation-building, and real-world application are built. This skill
transforms abstract symbols like 3x + 5 into a tangible concept,
such as "five more than three times a number." By mastering this
translation process, you unlock a deeper understanding of what
mathematics is actually communicating.
This  article  will  serve  as  your  comprehensive  guide  to  this
essential skill. We will explore the vocabulary of operations, break
down complex  expressions,  and  provide  you  with  a  practical
framework you can use every time you need to write a word

phrase for each algebraic expression.  Whether you are a
student struggling with homework, a parent trying to help, or an
educator looking for fresh approaches, this guide will offer clarity
and actionable strategies.

WHY TRANSLATING ALGEBRAIC EXPRESSIONS
MATTERS

Before diving into the "how," it is important to understand the
"why." Algebra is often the first subject where students encounter
abstract  thought.  A  letter  like x  or  y  represents  an unknown
quantity,  a  placeholder  for  a  number  we  are  trying  to  find.  The
ability to write a word phrase for each algebraic expression
builds a bridge between the concrete world of numbers and the
abstract world of variables.
This  skill  enhances reading comprehension in  a  mathematical
context. When you encounter a word problem, you are essentially
reading a  story  that  must  be  converted into  symbols.  If  you
cannot  fluently  translate  English  into  algebra,  the  problem
remains  unsolvable.  Conversely,  practicing  this  translation  in
reverse—taking  an  expression  and  creating  a  word
phrase—solidifies  your  understanding  of  how  mathematical
operations work.  It  forces you to think about the meaning of
addition,  subtraction,  multiplication,  and division,  not  just  the
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mechanics of performing them.
Furthermore, this skill is a core component of communication in
STEM fields. Engineers, economists, and computer scientists must
constantly describe relationships between variables. Being fluent
in this translation allows for clearer thinking and more precise
communication of complex ideas.

UNDERSTANDING THE CORE COMPONENTS

To  successfully  write  a  word  phrase  for  each  algebraic
expression, you must first understand the building blocks of the
expression itself. Every algebraic expression is composed of two
primary parts: terms and operations.

Terms: The Subjects of Our
Phrase
A term is a single number, a variable, or the product of numbers
and variables. For example, in the expression 4y + 7, there are
two terms:  4y  and 7.  The variable  y  represents  an unknown
number, and the coefficient 4 tells us to multiply that unknown by
four.  When  you  write  a  word phrase  for  each algebraic
expression, you are essentially describing what is happening to
these terms.

Operations: The Verbs of
Our Phrase
Operations are the actions taking place. These are the "verbs" of
the mathematical  sentence. The four primary operations each
have a rich vocabulary associated with them. Choosing the right
"verb" is key to creating an accurate word phrase.

VOCABULARY OF THE FOUR OPERATIONS

The cornerstone of being able to write a word phrase for each
algebraic expression is having a strong working vocabulary for
each operation. Different words imply different orders or different
relationships, even if the final mathematical result is the same.

Addition: The Language of
Sums and Totals
When you see a plus sign (+), you can use a variety of words.
The  most  common  is  "plus"  or  "added  to."  However,  more
descriptive phrases often make the relationship clearer.

Plus: a + 7 becomes "a plus seven."
Sum: x + 9 becomes "the sum of x and nine."
More than: y + 12 becomes "twelve more than y."
Increased by: 5 + b becomes "five increased by b."
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Added to: 8 + c becomes "c added to eight." (Note the
order: the number after "+" is the one being added to the
first number in a word phrase).

Subtraction: Navigating
Order and Difference
Subtraction requires careful attention to order. "5 less than x" is x
- 5,  not 5 - x.  This is one of the most common pitfalls when
learning  to  write  a  word  phrase  for  each  algebraic
expression.

Minus: k - 4 becomes "k minus four."
Less than: m - 6 becomes "six less than m." (Remember:
the number after "less than" is subtracted from the first
number mentioned).
Subtracted from: p - 3 becomes "three subtracted from
p."
Difference: n - 2 becomes "the difference of n and two."
Decreased by: r - 9 becomes "r decreased by nine."
Less: 15 - t becomes "fifteen less t."

Multiplication: The

Language of Groups
Multiplication can be expressed in several ways, often involving
the concept of  "times" or  "product."  Because multiplication is
commutative (order doesn't matter for numbers), "2 times x" and
"x times 2" are the same, though convention usually places the
number first.

Times: 6w becomes "six times w."
Product: ab becomes "the product of a and b."
Multiplied by: 4y becomes "y multiplied by four."
Of: 0.5z becomes "one-half of z." (This is very common in
fractions and percentages).
Twice, Thrice: 2d becomes "twice d." 3x becomes "thrice
x."

Division: Expressing Ratios
and Quotients
Division is similar to subtraction in that order is critical. "n divided
by 5" is n/5, which is very different from "5 divided by n," which is
5/n.

Divided by: x/3 becomes "x divided by three."
Quotient: a/9 becomes "the quotient of a and nine."
Divided into: 12/b becomes "b divided into twelve." (This
implies the first number is being broken into parts of size
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b).
Per: c/4 becomes "c per four." This is common in rates.
Ratio of: y/7 becomes "the ratio of y to seven."

MOVING FROM SIMPLE TO COMPLEX EXPRESSIONS

Now that  you  understand  the  vocabulary,  let  us  apply  it  to
increasingly complex scenarios.  The goal  is  to write a word
phrase for each algebraic expression of any complexity with
confidence.

Single Operation
Expressions
These are the simplest and a great place to start building fluency.

Expression: t + 4
Word Phrase: "four added to t" or "the sum of t and four."
Expression: 7 - m
Word Phrase: "seven minus m" or "m subtracted from
seven."
Expression: 5p
Word Phrase: "the product of five and p" or "five times p."
Expression: z/2
Word Phrase: "z divided by two" or "the quotient of z and
two."

Expressions with Two
Operations
This is where you must consider the order of operations. When
you write a word phrase for each algebraic expression with
multiple  operations,  your  phrase  must  reflect  the  correct
sequence.

Expression: 2n + 5
Word Phrase: "five more than twice a number" or "twice a
number increased by five."
Expression: 3(x - 4)
Word Phrase: "three times the quantity of x minus four."
The word "quantity" indicates that the subtraction happens
first, before the multiplication.
Expression: a/3 + 7
Word Phrase: "seven added to the quotient of a and
three" or "a divided by three, plus seven."
Expression: 4 - 2y
Word Phrase: "four minus the product of two and y" or
"two times y subtracted from four."

Expressions with Grouping



Write A Word Phrase For Each Algebraic Expression 5

5

Symbols (Parentheses)
Parentheses change the order of operations. Your word phrase
must be equally clear about the grouping. Using phrases like "the
quantity of" or "the sum of" is essential.

Expression: 5(y + 2)
Word Phrase: "five times the quantity y plus two."
Expression: (8 - k)/3
Word Phrase: "the difference of eight and k, divided by
three" or "eight minus k, all over three."
Expression: 2(x + y) - 1
Word Phrase: "one less than twice the sum of x and y."

A STEP-BY-STEP FRAMEWORK TO WRITE A WORD
PHRASE FOR EACH ALGEBRAIC EXPRESSION

When you are faced with an expression, do not rush. Use this
systematic approach to ensure accuracy every time you write a
word phrase for each algebraic expression.

Step 1: Identify the Last
Operation
In algebra, the last operation performed is the "main event." This
is the operation that would be done last if you were evaluating
the expression with the order of operations (PEMDAS/BODMAS).
For example, in 3x + 5, you would multiply 3 and x first, then add
5. The last operation is addition. Your word phrase should reflect
this overall structure.

Step 2: Describe the Parts


