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Introduction

When students first encounter math word problems, they often feel overwhelmed by the language and structure of 

the question. While numbers and symbols are the backbone of mathematics, the words that describe a situation 

can be just as crucial for solving the problem correctly. A math word problem key words chartis a powerful tool

that bridges the gap between language and calculation. It provides a quick reference to the most common verbs,

nouns, and phrases that indicate specific mathematical operations or concepts. This guide will explore why such a

chart is essential, how to create one, and practical ways to use it in both classroom and home settings.

Why a Math Word Problem Keywords Chart Is Useful

Word problems are designed to test a student’s ability to translate real-world scenarios into mathematical language.

The challenge lies not only in solving equations but also in recognizing the clues embedded in the text. A

well �crafted chart serves several purposes:

•  Immediate Recognition: Students can quickly spot verbs that signal addition, subtraction, multiplication, or 

division.

•  Vocabulary Building: It helps expand students’ mathematical lexicon, which is especially beneficial for English 

language learners.

•  Confidence Boost: Knowing the keywords reduces anxiety and encourages students to tackle problems 

independently.

•  Teacher Support: Instructors can use the chart to design targeted practice activities and assess common 

misconceptions.

•  Cross �Curriculum Integration: The chart can be adapted for science, economics, and social studies where 

quantitative reasoning is required.

How to Build a Math Word Problem Keywords Chart

Creating an effective chart involves selecting the most relevant keywords, organizing them logically, and presenting

them in a user �friendly format. Below is a step �by �step guide to building your own chart.

Step 1: Identify Core Operations and Concepts

Start by listing the primary operations your students will encounter: addition, subtraction, multiplication, division,

fractions, percentages, and algebraic expressions. For each operation, think about the contexts in which it appears

—time, distance, money, etc.

Step 2: Gather Common Verbs and Phrases

Brainstorm verbs that frequently accompany each operation. For example:

•  Adding: sum, total, combine, increase, add, plus

•  Subtracting: difference, left, remaining, reduce, less, minus

•  Multiplying: product, times, each, per, multiply, multiplied by

•  Dividing: share, divide, per, each, quotient, split

•  Fractions: part, portion, half, quarter, fraction of, divided into



•  Percentages: percent, of, out of, percentage of, per cent

•  Algebraic: solve for, equals, is, find, value of, variable, unknown

Step 3: Add Contextual Keywords

Word problems often include context words that hint at specific operations. For instance, “total number of students”

suggests addition, while “remaining after a group leaves” indicates subtraction. Include these contextual cues in

your chart.

Step 4: Organize the Chart

Arrange the keywords in a table or list format. You can group them by operation, by context, or by difficulty level. A

simple table structure works well for quick reference:

Step 5: Design for Accessibility

Use clear fonts, sufficient contrast, and concise labels. For digital versions, consider making the chart interactive—

clickable keywords that reveal example problems.

Examples of Common Keywords and Their Significance

Below are detailed examples that illustrate how specific keywords guide the problem �solving process.

Adding

When you see words like “sum,” “total,” or “combine,” you know the problem is asking you to add quantities. For

example, “The class collected 15 apples and 20 oranges. What is the total number of fruits?” The keyword “total”

signals addition.

Subtracting

Keywords such as “difference,” “remaining,” and “less” point to subtraction. Example: “A store had 50 items, and 12

were sold. How many items are left?” The word “left” indicates you should subtract.

Multiplying

When the text includes “each,” “per,” or “times,” multiplication is likely needed. Example: “Every student receives 3

pencils. If there are 8 students, how many pencils are given out?” The word “each” signals multiplication.

Dividing

Look for “share,” “divide,” or “per.” Example: “A cake is cut into 6 equal slices. If 3 people eat the cake, how many

slices does each person get?” The word “equal” and “each” suggest division.

Fractions

Keywords like “half,” “quarter,” and “portion” often accompany fraction problems. Example: “If 1/4 of a bag of rice

weighs 2 kg, how many kilograms are in the whole bag?” The fraction “1/4” is the key indicator.

Percentages

Words such as “percent,” “of,” and “out of” point to percentage calculations. Example: “30% of the students passed

the exam. If there are 120 students, how many passed?” The word “percent” is the trigger.

Algebraic Expressions

Verbs like “solve for,” “equals,” and “find” indicate an algebraic approach. Example: “If x + 5 = 12, what is the value

of x?” The phrase “equals” signals solving for a variable.



How to Use the Chart in Teaching

Integrating a math word problem key words chartinto lesson plans can transform the learning experience. Here

are several strategies for effective use.

Pre �Reading Warm �Up

Before diving into a set of word problems, have students review the chart. Ask them to identify potential keywords in

a sample problem, encouraging them to think critically about the operation required.

Guided Practice

Provide problems with highlighted keywords. Students can cross �reference the chart to confirm their interpretation

before solving. This reinforces the connection between language and math.

Independent Work

Encourage students to use the chart as a self �check tool. They can underline or circle keywords in the problem, then

choose the appropriate operation.

Assessment Design

When creating quizzes or tests, incorporate a variety of keyword types. This ensures that students are assessed on

their ability to translate language into mathematics, not just on procedural fluency.

Tips for Teachers

•  Start Simple: Introduce the chart with basic operations before adding more complex keywords.

•  Collaborate: Work with colleagues to refine the chart, ensuring it covers the curriculum scope.

•  Iterate: Update the chart based on student feedback and observed difficulties.

•  Use Visual Aids: Pair keywords with icons or color coding to aid memory.

•  Integrate Technology: Create a digital version that students can access on tablets or laptops.

Tips for Students

•  Read Carefully: Do not rush; read the entire problem before looking for keywords.

•  Underline Keywords: Highlight verbs and phrases that indicate the operation.

•  Ask Questions: If a keyword is unclear, ask the teacher or refer to the chart.

•  Practice Regularly: Work through problems of varying difficulty to build confidence.

•  Use the Chart as a Checklist: Verify each step of your solution against the chart.

Digital Tools for Enhancing the Chart

In today’s digital classrooms, several tools can bring the math word problem key words chart to life.

Interactive PDFs

Use software like Adobe Acrobat to create clickable charts. Students can click a keyword to see example problems.

Learning Management Systems (LMS)

Platforms such as Google Classroom or Canvas allow teachers to embed charts in assignments, providing instant

feedback.

Educational Apps

Apps like Math Word Problem Solver or Word Problem Wizardlet students practice identifying keywords in real



time.

Online Quiz Makers

Tools like Kahoot! or Quizizz can incorporate keyword identification questions, turning review into a game.

Extending the Chart Beyond Basic Math

While the chart is designed for elementary and middle school math, its principles can be applied to higher �level

coursework:

•  Geometry: Keywords like “perimeter,” “area,” and “volume” guide students to the correct formulas.

•  Statistics: Words such as “average,” “mean,” “median,” and “mode” signal different statistical measures.

•  Algebra: Terms like “expression,” “equation,” and “inequality” help students categorize the type of problem.

•  Calculus: Keywords like “derivative,” “integral,” and “limit” point toward advanced concepts.

Conclusion

A well �structured math word problem key words chartis more than a reference tool—it is a bridge that connects

language to logic, enabling students to decode complex problems with confidence. By carefully selecting keywords,

organizing them effectively, and integrating the chart into daily instruction, teachers can empower learners to

become independent problem solvers. Whether in a physical classroom or a virtual environment, this chart remains

an essential resource for fostering mathematical literacy and success.
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