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Math Moments that Matter
Grade 1: Equations and the Meaning of the Equal Sign
First graders develop a deeper understanding of what the equal sign means and how equations 
show relationships between numbers. They learn that both sides of an equation represent the 
same total, not just an answer to find. Through hands-on models, drawings, and discussions, 
students build the foundation for seeing math as balanced and connected—key ideas for future 
algebraic thinking.

Students use models like counters and balance visuals to show that both sides of an equation 
have the same total. They might build two groups, such as 5 + 5 and 2 + 8, to see that both 
equal 10. These hands-on comparisons help students understand that the equal sign means “the 
same as,” not just “the answer.” Seeing equality modeled this way helps students make sense of 
equations and builds the foundation for algebraic thinking.
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Communicating Reasoning in Math
When students explore equations, they are learning how to express and justify their mathematical 
reasoning. Talking about equality helps them explain their thinking, listen to others, and use clear 
mathematical language.
•	 Students practice these skills when communicating reasoning about equations.
•	 Explain what the equal sign means — that both sides show the same amount.
•	 Listen to classmates and build on others’ explanations.
•	 Show their reasoning with drawings, counters, or equations.
•	 Use math language: “Equal means the same as.” “Both sides are balanced.”
•	 Justify: “5 + 5 = 2 + 8 because both sides make 10.”

Communicating reasoning helps students see math as a language for explaining why ideas work, 
not just finding answers.

EXAMPLE: Using a ten frame to show how addition builds numbers and counting connects to equations. 

5 + 5 2 + 8

=
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What You Might See in the Classroom:

Students build and compare sets to show 
that both sides of an equation have the 
same amount.

Teachers asking:
•	 “How do you know both sides are equal?”
•	 “Can you make a different equation that’s 

also equal to 8?”
•	 “What does the equal sign mean?”

Students use tools (like cubes, counters, or 
drawings) to balance equations such as 
5 + 3 = 4 + 4.

Students share and justify their thinking 
during discussions about whether equations 
are true or false.

Quick partner talks where students connect 
addition and subtraction to the idea of equality.

What You Can Do at Home:

Use everyday items: “You have 5 grapes, and 
I have 3 grapes and 2 grapes more. Are they 
the same?”

Ask: “What does the equal sign tell us?” or 
“How can we make both sides the same?”

Try it: Use spoons or buttons—make small 
piles to show how two sides can have the 
same number.

Talk: “Is 7 + 2 the same as 6 + 3? How do 
you know?”

Connect ideas: “If 10 = 6 + 4, what other 
equations could you write that equal the 
same amount?”

Make it a Math Moment! 
When students explain how both sides of an equation show the same amount, they’re 
learning that the equal sign means the same amount, not just “the answer comes next.” 
Talking about equations helps them make sense of equality and prepares them for 
algebraic thinking.
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