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MATH WORD PROBLEM KEY
WORDS CHART: A
COMPREHENSIVE GUIDE

For many students, math word problems
represent a daunting challenge. The
numbers themselves might be simple,
but extracting them from a paragraph of
text and determining the correct
operation can feel like deciphering a
code. This is precisely where a math

word problem key words chart
becomes an invaluable tool. By providing
a visual reference of common clue words
associated with addition, subtraction,
multiplication, division, and equality, a
chart helps students translate language
into mathematical action. This article
explores everything you need to know
about these charts: what they are, how
to build one, how to use them
effectively, and their limitations.
Whether you are a teacher looking for
classroom resources or a parent helping
with homework, understanding the role
of a key words chart can transform the
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way you approach word problems.

What Is a Math
Word Problem
Key Words
Chart?

A math word problem key words chart is
a simple but powerful graphic organizer.
It lists common phrases or words that
appear in word problems and maps them
to the corresponding mathematical
operation. For example, the word “total”
often signals addition, while “difference”
signals subtraction. The chart usually
organizes these key words into columns

for each of the four basic operations:
addition, subtraction, multiplication, and
division. Some charts also include a
section for equality words such as
“equals,” “is,” or “makes.” The chart
serves as a reference that students can
consult when they encounter unfamiliar
vocabulary, reducing anxiety and
improving problem-solving accuracy.

Why Use a Key
Words Chart?

Word problems require students to
bridge the gap between language and
mathematics. Many students, especially
in elementary and middle school,
struggle with reading comprehension
and mathematical vocabulary
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simultaneously. A key words chart
addresses this challenge by decoding
the linguistic clues hidden in the
problem. Here are some key benefits:

e Builds confidence: When
students can quickly identify
whether to add, subtract, multiply,
or divide, they approach problems
with greater assurance.

e Speeds up problem solving:
Instead of guessing or re-reading
the problem multiple times,
students can scan for key phrases
and begin setting up equations
faster.

* Reinforces vocabulary
learning: Regular use of the chart
helps students internalize the
meanings of math terms like

n u

“product,” “sum,
“remainder.”
Supports different learning
styles: Visual learners benefit
from having a reference poster or
printed sheet; kinesthetic learners
can highlight words as they read.
Promotes independence: With a
chart at hand, students rely less
on teacher prompting and more on
their own analytical skills.

quotient,” and

Common
Categories of



Key Words

While no chart can list every possible
phrase, most math word problem key
words charts group words into
categories. Below are the most common
terms found in such charts, organized by
operation.

AbpDITION KEY WORDS

e Sum

e Total

e Add

e Altogether
In all
Increased by
Combined
Plus

More than

e Both
e Additional

SUBTRACTION KEy WORDS

e Difference

e Fewer

Less than
Subtract
Remain

Left over
Minus

How many more?
Decreased by
Take away
Reduce

MuLTIPLICATION KEY WOR

e Product
e Times

DS
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Multiply

Of (as in “half of”)

Every

Each

At

Total (when used with groups)
Double / Triple

Per

Rate

DivisioN Key WORDS

Quotient

Divided by

Divide

Split

Share equally

Equal groups
Distribute

Each (when grouping)
Out of

e Average
* Per

EqQuALITY AND COMPARISON
WOoRDS

e Equals
o s

e Are

e Makes
e Gives
e Will be
e Result

It is important to note that some words,
such as “total” and “each,” can appear
in more than one operation depending
on context. A math word problem key
words chart should always emphasize
that students must read the entire
problem to understand how the word is



used.

How to Create
Your Own Math
Word Problem
Key Words Chart

While printable charts are widely
available online, creating a personalized
chart can be a powerful learning
exercise. Here is a step-by-step process
for making a chart that suits your grade
level or specific needs:

1. Start with a grid: Use a piece of
poster board or a simple table in a

document. Label columns for each
operation (Addition, Subtraction,
Multiplication, Division) and a row
for Equality/Results if desired.

. Brainstorm known words: Have

students list every word or phrase
they recall from problems they
have solved. This activates prior
knowledge.

. Add less common terms:

Introduce terms like “sum,”
“product,” “difference,” and
“quotient.” Explain their origins in
Latin to aid memory.

. Use color coding: Assign a color

to each operation. For instance,
blue for addition, green for
subtraction, yellow for
multiplication, and orange for
division. Visual cues help retrieval.
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5. Include example problems:
Under each column, write a short
word problem that uses one of the
key words. This shows the word in
context.

6. Hang or store the chart: Place it
where students can easily refer to
it during math time, such as on a
classroom wall or inside a folder.

Teachers often find that involving
students in the creation process
increases ownership and retention. A
student who has contributed “how many
more?” to the subtraction column is
more likely to remember its meaning
when solving problems.

How to
Effectively Use a
Math Word
Problem Key
Words Chart

Simply having a chart is not enough;
students need explicit instruction on how
to use it. Follow these strategies to
maximize the chart’s utility:

e Teach the chart before using
it: Walk through each column and
discuss why certain words belong



there. Read sample sentences
aloud.

Model the decoding process:
Show a word problem, point to key
words on the chart, and then solve
the problem step by step. For
example: “The problem says ‘in
all’ - that is on the chart under
addition. So | know | need to add.”
Encourage underlining and
circling: Have students physically
mark key words on their paper.
This makes the problem-solving
process active and visible.

Use it as a scaffold, not a
crutch: Gradually remove the
chart for students who become
proficient. Introduce it again for
more complex problems involving
multi-step operations.

e Combine with other strategies:
A chart works best alongside
techniques like drawing pictures,
using manipulatives, or writing
number sentences. Word problems
often contain more information
than key words alone can provide.

Limitations of
Key Words
Charts

While a math word problem key words
chart is a fantastic starting point, it is not
a silver bullet. Relying solely on key
words can lead to errors for several
reasons:
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e Context matters: The same word

can signal different operations. For
example, “each” might indicate
division (“share equally among
each friend”) or multiplication
(“each bag has 5 apples”).
Students must read the full
sentence.

Misleading words: Sometimes a
word like “more” appears in a
subtraction problem (“How many
more apples does she have than
him?”). A naive chart user might
mistakenly add.

Word problems often require
multiple steps: A single problem
may involve addition followed by
division. Key words alone do not
reveal the sequence.

* Not all problems include

explicit key words: Some
problems are written in a narrative
style without obvious clue words,
forcing students to rely on
conceptual understanding.

e Over-reliance can hinder
deeper comprehension: If
students always reach for the
chart, they may not develop the
ability to visualize the problem or
think critically about what is being
asked.

Because of these limitations, educators
should present the chart as one tool in a
larger toolkit. Emphasize that it supports
thinking but does not replace it.
Encourage students to ask, “What is
happening in the story?” before they
ask, “What operation should | use?”
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Alternatives and
Complementary
Strategies

To build robust problem-solving skills,
pair the key words chart with other
approaches:

e Bar models and diagrams:
Visual representations help
students see relationships
between quantities.

e CUBES method: CUBES stands
for Circle key numbers, Underline
the question, Box the key words,
Evaluate the steps, and Solve. This
method integrates key words into

a broader process.

Writing number sentences:
Translating a word problem into a
math sentence before solving
reinforces the connection between
language and symbols.

Verbal reasoning: Have students
explain in their own words what
the problem asks. This builds
comprehension and reduces
guesswork.

Peer discussion: Students can
work in pairs to discuss possible
operations and justify their choices
based on the language used.

Integrating these strategies ensures that
students do not treat the chart as a
magic decoder but as a helpful reference
within a thoughtful problem-solving
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routine.

Conclusion

A math word problem key words
chart is an accessible, practical
resource that empowers students to
tackle word problems with more
confidence and accuracy. By translating
tricky words into clear mathematical
operations, it demystifies the process
and makes problem solving less
intimidating. However, the most
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effective use of such a chart comes
when it is combined with critical
thinking, contextual reading, and other
visual or verbal strategies. Whether you
are building a chart from scratch with
your class or downloading a pre-made
version, remember that the ultimate
goal is not just to solve problems
correctly but to develop a deeper
understanding of how math and
language work together. With consistent
practice, students will move from relying
on the chart to internalizing its lessons,
becoming independent and capable



