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Basic Math Terms and Definitions: A Comprehensive Guide

Mathematics is often described as the language of the universe, and like any language, it has its own set of words

and rules that must be understood to communicate ideas effectively. Whether you’re a student just starting out, a

teacher preparing lessons, or an adult brushing up on everyday calculations, a solid grasp of basic math terms and

definitions is essential. This guide will walk you through the foundational vocabulary that underpins all areas of

mathematics, from simple arithmetic to more advanced topics. By the end, you’ll have a clear, organized reference

that will make learning and teaching math smoother and more enjoyable.

Why Understanding Math Vocabulary Matters

Mathematics is built on a logical progression of concepts. Each new topic relies on the definitions of terms

introduced earlier. When you’re able to recognize and use these terms correctly, you’ll:

•  Communicate more precisely with teachers, classmates, and colleagues.

•  Identify the steps required to solve a problem.

•  Build confidence in tackling more complex mathematical challenges.

•  Reduce misunderstandings that often lead to errors.

In short, mastering basic math terms and definitions is the cornerstone of mathematical literacy.

Numbers: The Building Blocks of Mathematics

Integers

Definition:Integers are whole numbers that can be positive, negative, or zero. They do not include fractions or

decimals.

•  Examples: -3, -2, -1, 0, 1, 2, 3

•  Key property: The sum of two integers is always an integer.

Rational Numbers

Definition:Rational numbers are numbers that can be expressed as the quotient of two integers, where the

denominator is not zero.

•  Examples: 1/2, -4/5, 0, 7, 3.25 (which is 13/4)

•  Key property: Rational numbers can be represented as terminating or repeating decimals.

Irrational Numbers

Definition:Irrational numbers cannot be expressed as a simple fraction of two integers. Their decimal expansions

are infinite and non-repeating.

•  Examples: "�2, <�Â�P

•  Key property: They cannot be exactly represented on a number line using a finite set of digits.

Real Numbers



Definition: Real numbers include all rational and irrational numbers. They represent all points on the number line.

•  Examples: 5, -3.14, "�7, 0.333…, <�

•  Key property: Every real number can be approximated arbitrarily closely by a rational number.

Complex Numbers

Definition: Complex numbers extend the real numbers by incorporating the imaginary unit i, where i² = -1.

•  General form: a + bi, where a and b are real numbers.

•  Examples: 3 + 4i, -2i, 5 (which can be written as 5 + 0i).

Basic Operations: The Tools of Arithmetic

Addition

Definition: The process of combining two or more numbers to find their total.

•  Symbol: +

•  Example: 3 + 5 = 8

Subtraction

Definition: The operation of finding the difference between two numbers.

•  Symbol: –

•  Example: 10 – 4 = 6

Multiplication

Definition: A repeated addition of a number by another number of times.

•  Symbol: × or *

•  Example: 6 × 7 = 42

Division

Definition:Splitting a number into equal parts or determining how many times one number is contained within

another.

•  Symbol: ÷ or /

•  Example: 20 ÷ 4 = 5

Exponentiation

Definition: Raising a number (the base) to the power of another number (the exponent).

•  Symbol: ^ or superscript notation

•  Example: 2 t = 16 (because 2 × 2 × 2 × 2 = 16)

Root Extraction

Definition: The inverse operation of exponentiation, typically involving square roots or cube roots.

•  Symbol: "� for square root; "� for cube root

•  Example: "�9 = 3; "�27 = 3

Absolute Value

Definition: The distance of a number from zero on the number line, regardless of direction.

•  Symbol: |x|



•  Example: |–7| = 7; |5| = 5

Algebraic Concepts

Variables

Definition: Symbols, usually letters, that represent unknown or changing values in equations.

•  Common variables: x, y, z, a, b, c

•  Example: In the equation 2x + 5 = 13, “x” is a variable.

Expressions

Definition: A combination of numbers, variables, and operations that represent a value.

•  Example: 3x² – 4y + 7

Equations

Definition: Statements that assert the equality of two expressions, typically containing one or more variables.

•  Example: 5y – 2 = 18

Functions

Definition: A relation that assigns each input exactly one output.

•  Notation: f(x) = 2x + 3

•  Example: If f(x) = 2x + 3 and x = 4, then f(4) = 11.

Linear Equations

Definition: Equations that represent straight lines when graphed, typically having the form y = mx + b.

•  Example: y = 2x + 5

Quadratic Equations

Definition: Equations of the form ax² + bx + c = 0, which graph as parabolas.

•  Example: 3x² – 7x + 2 = 0

Geometry: Shapes, Sizes, and Spaces

Point

Definition: A location in space with no dimensions; it has no length, width, or height.

Line

Definition: A straight one-dimensional figure that extends infinitely in both directions.

Plane

Definition: A flat two-dimensional surface that extends infinitely in all directions.

Angle

Definition: The figure formed by two rays sharing a common endpoint, measured in degrees.

•  Types: acute (90° and

Triangle

Definition: A polygon with three sides and three angles.



•  Types: equilateral (all sides equal), isosceles (two sides equal), scalene (all sides different).

•  Key property: The sum of interior angles is always 180°.

Quadrilateral

Definition: A polygon with four sides.

•  Common examples: square, rectangle, rhombus, trapezoid.

•  Key property: The sum of interior angles is always 360°.

Circle

Definition: A set of all points in a plane that are at a fixed distance (the radius) from a center point.

•  Key terms: diameter (longest distance across the circle), circumference (distance around the circle), area 

(space inside).

•  Formulae: Circumference = 2<� ; Area = <�+"à

Polygon

Definition: A closed figure with straight sides.

•  Examples: pentagon (5 sides), hexagon (6 sides), octagon (8 sides).

•  Key property: Sum of interior angles = (n-2) × 180°, where n is the number of sides.

Measurement and Units

Length

Definition: The measurement of distance from one point to another.

•  Common units: meter (m), kilometer (km), centimeter (cm), inch (in), foot (ft).

Area

Definition: The amount of two-dimensional space inside a shape.

•  Units: square meters (m²), square feet (ft²), acres.

•  Key formulae: Area of rectangle = length × width; area of triangle = ½ × base × height.

Volume

Definition: The amount of three-dimensional space occupied by an object.

•  Units: cubic meters (m³), liters (L), cubic inches (in³).

•  Key formulae: Volume of a rectangular prism = length × width × height.

Weight

Definition: A measure of the force exerted on an object due to gravity.

•  Units: kilogram (kg), gram (g), pound (lb).

Mass

Definition: The amount of matter in an object, independent of location.

•  Units: kilogram (kg), gram (g).

Speed

Definition: The rate at which an object moves, typically measured as distance over time.



•  Units: meters per second (m/s), kilometers per hour (km/h).

Probability and Statistics

Probability

Definition: A measure of how likely an event is to occur, expressed as a number between 0 and 1.

•  Key terms: event, sample space, favorable outcomes.

•  Example: The probability of flipping a head on a fair coin is 0.5.

Random Variable

Definition: A variable whose possible values are outcomes of a random phenomenon.

•  Types: discrete (e.g., number of heads) and continuous (e.g., weight).
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