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UNLOCKING THE SECRETS OF
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F o r  m a n y  s t u d e n t s ,  t h e  m o s t
intimidating part of mathematics is not
the  calculations  themselves,  but  the
stories that surround them. Math word
problems  often  feel  like  a  different
language,  one  where  numbers  and
narratives  collide.  The  bridge  that
connects  these  two  worlds  is  a  solid
understanding of math word problems
key words. These are the specific terms
and phrases that act as signals, telling
you  exactly  which  mathematical
operation to perform. Recognizing these
keywords  transforms  a  confusing
paragraph  into  a  clear,  solvable
equation.  Whether  you  are  a  parent
helping  with  homework,  a  teacher
guiding a classroom, or a student trying
to improve your grades, mastering these
linguistic  clues  is  the  single  most
effective  strategy  for  conquering  word
problems.
The  difficulty  often  lies  not  in  the  math
itself,  but in the translation. A student
might know that 12 divided by 4 equals
3, but they might freeze when faced with
a  question  like,  "Sarah  has  12  apples
and wants to share them equally among
her  4  friends.  How many apples  does
each  friend  get?"  The  math  word
problems key words  here are "share
equally," which directly indicate division.
By learning to spot these cues, students

can  focus  their  mental  energy  on  the
computation rather than getting lost in
the story. This article will break down the
most  common  keywords  for  every
operation,  provide  strategies  for  using
them, and highlight common pitfalls to
avoid.

Why Math Word
Problems Key
Words Matter
Understanding  these  keywords  is  not
about  rote  memorization;  it  is  about
developing  a  systematic  approach  to
problem-solving.  When  a  student
encounters a word problem, their brain
must  perform  several  tasks:  read  the
text,  identify  the  question,  filter  out
irrelevant  information,  determine  the
operation,  and  finally  compute  the
answer.  Math  word  problems  key
words  streamline the third and fourth
steps. They act as a shortcut, allowing
the  student  to  quickly  categorize  the
problem  and  decide  whether  to  add,
subtract,  multiply,  or  divide.  This
reduces  cognitive  load  and  builds
confidence.  Without  this  skill,  students
often  resort  to  guessing  or  randomly
combining  numbers,  leading  to
frustration  and  incorrect  answers.  For
educators  and parents,  teaching  these
keywords  provides  a  clear,  repeatable
framework  that  students  can  apply  to
any problem.
Furthermore,  a  strong  grasp  of  these
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terms enhances reading comprehension
within  a  mathematical  context.  It
teaches  students  to  read  for  specific
information  and  to  understand  the
relationships between quantities. This is
a  valuable  life  skill  that  extends  far
beyond the classroom. From calculating
a  discount  at  a  store  to  splitting  a
restaurant bill or adjusting a recipe, the
ability  to  interpret  mathematical
language  is  essential  for  navigating
everyday life. Therefore, investing time
in learning math word problems key
words pays dividends both academically
and practically.

KEY WORDS FOR ADDITION

Addition  is  often  the  first  operation
students learn, and it is usually the most
straightforward  to  identify.  However,
word  problems  rarely  use  the  word
"add."  Instead,  they  use  a  variety  of
synonyms  that  all  point  to  combining
quantities.  Recognizing  these  terms  is
the first step to unlocking the problem.

Common
Addition
Keywords

In all or altogether: These are
perhaps the most common
indicators. If a problem asks "How
many are there in all?" or "How
many altogether?", you are almost
certainly adding. For example:
"Tom has 5 red marbles and 7 blue
marbles. How many marbles does
he have in all?"
Total: Similar to "in all," the word
"total" asks for the sum of all
items. "What is the total number of

students in both classes?"
Sum: This is a more direct
mathematical term. "Find the sum
of 23 and 45."
Increased by: This phrase
indicates that a quantity is
growing. "The population of the
town increased by 200 people this
year."
More than: This can be tricky.
"Jake has 10 stickers. He has 3
more than Lily. How many does
Lily have?" This actually requires
subtraction, not addition. However,
"more than" is often used in
addition contexts when comparing
totals. A clearer addition use is:
"Mary has 5 apples and John has 3
apples. How many more apples
does Mary have than John?" This
asks for subtraction. Always read
the entire question carefully.
Combined or together: "How
much money do they have
combined?" or "Together, they
have 15 books."
Plus or and: These are direct
synonyms for addition. "What is 12
plus 8?" or "She bought 4 apples
and 6 oranges."
Additional or extra: "If you add 5
additional pieces of candy, how
many will you have?"

When you see any of these math word
problems key words for addition, your
brain  should  immediately  th ink
"combine" or "sum." The next step is to
identify  the  numbers  to  be  combined
and perform the  operation.  Practice  is
key. A simple exercise is to take a word
problem  and  highlight  the  addition
keywords  before  even  solving  it.  This
builds the habit of looking for the signal.
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KEY WORDS FOR SUBTRACTION

Subtraction  keywords  often  indicate  a
decrease, a difference, or a comparison.
This  operation  can  be  more  nuanced
than addition, as the language can imply
removal,  comparison,  or  finding  the
missing  part.  Mastering  these  math
word  problems  key  words  for
subtract ion  i s  c ruc ia l  because
misinterpreting  them  is  a  common
source  of  errors.

Common
Subtraction
Keywords

Difference: This is the most direct
word for subtraction. "Find the
difference between 50 and 35."
How many more or how many
less: These phrases ask for a
comparison between two
quantities. "How many more
stickers does Sarah have than
Ben?" or "How many less pencils
does Dan have?"
Fewer or less than: "There are 5
fewer cars in the parking lot
today." or "The new phone costs
$50 less than the older model."
Decreased by or reduced by:
These indicate a lowering of a
value. "The temperature
decreased by 15 degrees." or "The
price was reduced by 20%."
Left or remaining: These words
ask what is left after something is
taken away. "She had 10 cookies
and ate 3. How many are left?" or
"There are 8 players on the field
and 2 are substituted out. How
many players are remaining?"

Take away or remove: "If you
take away 7 from 15, what do you
get?" or "Remove the defective
items from the box."
Minus or subtract: These are
direct terms. "What is 20 minus
8?" or "Subtract 12 from 30."
How much change: In money
problems, "How much change do
you get?" almost always requires
subtraction. "You buy a toy for $12
and pay with a $20 bill. How much
change do you receive?"

One  of  the  biggest  challenges  with
subtraction is determining which number
goes  first.  The  keyword  "difference"  is
straightforward,  but  "how many more"
can be confusing. The rule is to subtract
the  smaller  number  from  the  larger
number. For example, "How many more
apples  does  Anna  have  than  Ben?"
means you subtract Ben's apples from
Anna's  apples.  Teaching  students  to
always ask, "Which quantity is larger?"
before writing the equation is a helpful
strategy. Using math word problems
key  words  effectively  means  not  just
spotting the word, but understanding the
relationship it describes.

KEY WORDS FOR
MULTIPLICATION

Multiplication  keywords  often  involve
grouping, scaling, or repeated addition.
The language shifts from "combining" to
"scaling  up"  or  "finding  the  total  of
multiple  equal  groups."  Recognizing
these  math  word  problems  key
words is essential for students to move
beyond simple addition and understand
more complex relationships.
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Common
Multiplication

Keywords
Times or multiplied by: These
are the most direct. "What is 6
times 4?" or "3 multiplied by 7
equals 21."
Product: This is the result of
multiplication. "Find the product of
8 and 5."
Each and per: These words are
powerful indicators of
multiplication. "There are 4 apples
in each basket. If you have 3
baskets, how many apples do you
have in total?" The word "each"
tells you to multiply the number of
baskets by the number of apples
per basket. Similarly, "The car
travels 60 miles per hour. How far
does it travel in 5 hours?"
In all or altogether (with equal
groups): These can indicate
addition or multiplication. If you
have equal groups, it is
multiplication. "There are 6 bags
with 5 oranges in each bag. How
many oranges are there in all?"
This is multiplication because the
groups are equal.
At this rate: This suggests a
constant rate, which is a
multiplication concept. "He reads
20 pages per hour. At this rate,
how many pages will he read in 4
hours?"
Double or triple: These indicate
multiplying by 2 or 3. "If you
double the recipe, how much flour
will you need?" or "Triple the
number 15."

Area: The formula for area is
length times width. "What is the
area of a rectangle that is 8 feet
long and 6 feet wide?"
Total (in the context of equal
groups): Similar to "in all," if the
problem describes equal groups,
"total" often signals multiplication.
"What is the total cost of 4 movie
tickets if each ticket costs $12?"

A  key  strategy  for  multiplication  is  to
help students visualize "equal groups." If
a  problem  describes  items  being
distributed equally into groups, it is likely
multiplication.  For  instance,  "A  baker
makes 24 cupcakes and puts them into 6
boxes,  with  an  equal  number  in  each
box.  How many cupcakes  are  in  each
box?"  This  is  actually  division,  not
multiplication.  The  phrasing  "equal
number in each box" is a clue, but the
question asks for the size of each group.
This distinction is critical. When teaching
math word problems key words, it is
important  to  pair  them with  examples
and  non -examp les  t o  so l i d i f y
understanding.  Practice  problems  that
mix multiplication and addition keywords
are  especially  valuable  because  they
require students to think critically about
the structure of the problem, not just the
words.

KEY WORDS FOR DIVISION

Division keywords often indicate splitting
into  equal  parts,  sharing,  or  finding  a
rate.  This  operation  is  the  inverse  of
multiplication,  and  its  keywords  reflect
the  idea  of  breaking  a  whole  into
smaller,  equal  groups.  Mastering these
math  word  problems  key  words
helps  students  recognize  when  they
need  to  "un-multiply."
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Common Division
Keywords

Each or per: While these words
can indicate multiplication, they
often indicate division when the
total is known and you are looking
for the size of each group. "If 24
pencils are shared equally among
6 students, how many pencils does
each student get?" The word
"each" asks for the number per
group.

Per: "She earned $120 for 8 hours
of work. How much did she earn
per hour?" Here, "per" asks for a
rate, which is a division problem.
Share equally or distribute
equally: These phrases are classic
division signals. "Share 36 candies
equally among 4 children." or
"Distribute 50 flyers equally
among 5 volunteers."
Quotient: This is the
mathematical term for the answer
to a division problem. "Find the
quotient of 48 and 6."
Divided by or


