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Andre has a jar of cookies and he doesn’t know how many 
cookies it contains. He opens the jar and eats 4 cookies.

Andre calls the number of cookies in 
the full jar, c.

What is the expression for the 
number of cookies left in the jar?

c – 4

Writing an expression

Can you work out how many cookies are left, in terms 
of the number of cookies originally in the jar?
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In math, sometimes we can find out useful information 
about a situation, even if we don’t know all of the facts.

The original number of cookies in
the jar, c, is an unknown or a variable.

For example, we don’t know how many cookies were originally 
in Andre’s jar.

The expression to represent the number 
of cookies left is:

Using unknowns

Letters and symbols
are often used to

represent variables.

c – 4
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Writing algebra
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Ms. Rodriguez is holding n
number of cubes in her hand:

She takes 3 cubes away.

n – 3

She doubles the number of cubes.

2n

Write an expression for the 
number of cubes in her hand if:

Hidden values

Can n equal 1.5? Why or why not?
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Matching descriptions to expressions
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Leah earns $100 a month working in her parents’ store on
the weekends. She also earns $8 an hour babysitting the kids 
next door, but only when she is needed.

Monthly income  = 100 + (8 × number of hours babysitting)

In symbols, this is:

I = 100 + 8h

What expression can we write for Leah’s monthly income?

Using expressions

where I is Leah’s monthly income and
h is the number of hours she spends babysitting.
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Leah spends 12 hours babysitting in April.
How much does she earn in April, in total?

I = 100 + 8h

Using expressions

Income, I = 100 + (8 × 12)

= 100 + (96)

= $196

Leah owes her brother $40 and wants to buy a 
new bike for $150. Does she have enough?
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How to write an expression
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Emilio wants to place an advertisement in the paper to find 
his lost dog. Each ad costs $15 and each word costs an 
additional $2. 

If Emilio’s ad contains 20 words, what is the cost?

Cost, c = 15 + 2n

c = 15 + 2 × 20

= 15 + 40

= $55

Newspaper advertisement

Write an expression for the cost of the ad.

where n is the number of words.
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Real-life examples
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