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Mastering Math Word Problems: The Ultimate Vocabulary List

When students sit down to tackle a math word problem, the first hurdle is often not the numbers themselves but the

language that describes the situation. A single misinterpreted word can lead to a wrong answer, a feeling of

frustration, and a missed learning opportunity. That’s why a strong, well �structured vocabulary list is essential for

anyone who wants to excel in math word problems—whether you’re a teacher preparing lesson plans, a student

striving for higher grades, or a parent looking to support your child’s learning.

In this comprehensive guide, we’ll explore the most common terms and phrases you’ll encounter in math word

problems, explain their meanings with clear examples, and offer practical strategies for using this vocabulary to

boost problem �solving confidence. By the end of this article, you’ll have a robust “math word problem vocabulary list”

that you can reference anytime you face a challenging question.

Why Vocabulary Matters in Math Word Problems

Math word problems are essentially stories that hide a set of equations. The story is written in everyday language,

and the equations are the hidden treasure. If you don’t understand the language, you’ll miss clues that guide you to

the right equations.

Research in educational psychology shows that students who master key mathematical vocabulary perform better

on word problems than those who focus only on procedural skills. A solid vocabulary foundation helps students:

•  Recognize what the problem is asking for (the goal).

•  Identify the relevant data and how it’s related (the variables).

•  Choose the appropriate operation or strategy (addition, subtraction, multiplication, division, ratios, 

percentages, etc.).

•  Check their solution for logical consistency.

In short, vocabulary is the bridge between the story and the math.

Core Vocabulary Themes

Math word problems can be grouped into several thematic categories, each with its own set of common terms.

Below is a categorized vocabulary list that covers the most frequently encountered words and phrases.

1. Quantitative Terms

These words describe amounts, measurements, or changes in quantity.

•  Number – A single value (e.g., 5, 12, 3.5).

•  Count – The total number of items (e.g., “count the apples”).

•  Sum – The result of adding numbers.

•  Difference – The result of subtracting one number from another.

•  Product – The result of multiplying numbers.

•  Quotient – The result of dividing one number by another.

•  Average – The mean value of a set of numbers.



•  Ratio – A comparison of two quantities (e.g., 3:4).

•  Proportion – An equation that shows two ratios are equal.

•  Percentage – A fraction expressed as a part of 100.

•  Fraction – A part of a whole, expressed as a numerator over a denominator.

•  Decimal – A number expressed in base ten (e.g., 0.75).

•  Unit – The measurement used to express a quantity (e.g., meters, dollars).

2. Time and Sequence Words

These terms help identify the order of events or the duration of actions.

•  Earlier – Before a specific time.

•  Later – After a specific time.

•  After – Following an event.

•  Before – Prior to an event.

•  During – While an event is happening.

•  While – Simultaneously with another event.

•  At – A specific point in time (e.g., “at 3 pm”).

•  From…to – A range of time (e.g., “from Monday to Friday”).

•  Every – Repeatedly at regular intervals (e.g., “every day”).

•  Once – One time occurrence.

•  Twice – Two times.

•  Three times – Three times.

3. Spatial and Directional Terms

These words describe positions, directions, or changes in location.

•  Above – Higher than.

•  Below – Lower than.

•  Next to – Adjacent to.

•  Opposite – On the other side of.

•  Farther – More distance away.

•  Closer – Less distance away.

•  Left – On the left side.

•  Right – On the right side.

•  Front – At the front.

•  Back – At the back.

•  Across – On the opposite side.

•  Between – In the middle of two items.

•  Along – Following a line.

4. Comparative and Superlative Words

These terms compare quantities or qualities.

•  More – Greater in amount or degree.

•  Less – Smaller in amount or degree.

•  Greater than – Larger than.

•  Smaller than – Less than.

•  Largest – The biggest.

•  Smallest – The smallest.

•  Highest – The tallest or most advanced.



•  Lowest – The shortest or most basic.

•  Best – The most favorable.

•  Worst – The least favorable.

5. Money and Currency Terms

These words are essential for word problems involving finances.

•  Cost – The amount of money needed.

•  Price – The amount charged for an item.

•  Profit – The money earned after costs.

•  Loss – The money lost or spent beyond costs.

•  Budget – The planned amount of money.

•  Deposit – Money put into an account.

•  Withdrawal – Money taken out of an account.

•  Interest – The extra money earned on a deposit.

•  Rate – A ratio of change over time (e.g., interest rate).

6. Work and Rates

These terms help model problems involving speed, work, or rates of change.

•  Speed – Distance covered per unit of time.

•  Rate – The amount of work done per unit of time.

•  Work – The total amount of effort required.

•  Time – The duration of an event.

•  Effort – The amount of energy expended.

•  Progress – The advancement toward a goal.

•  Completion – The act of finishing a task.

•  Half – One of two equal parts.

•  Quarter – One of four equal parts.

•  Full – Complete or entire.

7. Miscellaneous Key Terms

•  Given – Information that is provided as a starting point.

•  Find – The unknown value to be determined.

•  Calculate – To determine the numerical value.

•  Determine – To figure out or establish.

•  Assume – To take something as true for the sake of argument.

•  Assumption – A statement taken for granted.

•  Equation – A statement that two expressions are equal.

•  Variable – A symbol that represents an unknown value.

•  Constant – A fixed value that does not change.

•  Expression – A combination of numbers, variables, and operations.

•  Set – A collection of numbers or objects.

•  Condition – A requirement that must be satisfied.

•  Scenario – A particular situation described in the problem.

How to Use the Vocabulary List Effectively

Having a list of terms is only the first step. The real challenge is applying this knowledge when you read a problem.

Below are proven strategies that turn vocabulary into problem �solving power.



1. Highlight or Underline Keywords

When you first read the problem, skim for the words in the vocabulary list. Highlight them in yellow or underline

them in red. This visual cue helps you focus on the critical information and reduces the risk of missing a key detail.

2. Translate the Story into Mathematical Language

After identifying the keywords, write a short sentence that converts each phrase into a mathematical statement. For

instance:

•  “The teacher has 12 more pencils than the student.” !’ P = S + 12

•  “If the total number of apples is 30 and the number of oranges is 15.” !’ A + O = 30

Doing this step forces you to think about the relationships between variables and the operations needed.

3. Identify the Unknowns and Goals

Look for words like find, calculate, or determine. These signals tell you what you’re supposed to solve for. Once

you know the goal, you can choose the appropriate equation or formula.

4. Choose the Right Operation or Formula

Use the vocabulary to decide whether you need addition, subtraction, multiplication, division, or another operation.

For example:

•  “More than” !’ Subtraction (difference).

•  “Less than” !’ Addition (sum).

•  “Half” or “Quarter” !’ Division.

•  “Rate” !’ Multiplication or division depending on context.

5. Check for Logical Consistency

After solving, read the problem again to ensure your answer makes sense. Check for contradictions or unrealistic

values. If something feels off, revisit the vocabulary to see if a term was misinterpreted.

Practical Examples with Step �by �Step Solutions

Below are three representative word problems that illustrate how to apply the vocabulary list. Each example

includes a detailed solution that highlights key terms.

Example 1: Comparing Quantities

Problem:“Emma has 15 more marbles than Liam. Together, they have 45 marbles. How many marbles does each

have?”

1.  Identify Keywords: More, Together, How many.
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