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Math Moments that Matter

SIXTH GRADE
Building Understanding of Algebraic Expressions
In 6th grade, students begin to see algebra as a way to represent real situations using symbols, 
numbers, and words. An algebraic expression is a math sentence that uses numbers and letters 
to show a pattern or relationship. They extend what they already know about arithmetic to write 
and reason with expressions that include variables (a letter that stands for a number that can 
change), helping them understand that algebra isn’t something brand new—it’s a natural next 
step in describing patterns and relationships they’ve seen for years.

Students learn what algebra means by using letters to stand for quantities (represent amounts) 
that can change. In the image, expressions like x + 2 and 3x show how a variable can represent 
any number and how math can describe real situations. For example, x + 2 could mean “two 
more than today’s temperature,” and 3x could represent “three packs of pencils.” Talking about 
what each part of an expression represents helps students see that algebra is simply another 
way to describe patterns they already understand.

EXAMPLE: Tape diagram showing x + 2 and 3 groups of x.
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Communicating Reasoning in Math
When students work with algebraic expressions, they learn to explain how symbols represent 
quantities and relationships. These conversations help them make sense of what each part of an 
expression means and how it connects to the situation. They learn to:
•	 Explain what the variables and numbers represent
•	 Describe how expressions are put together using words, like “sum,” “product,” or “times as many”
•	 Compare expressions that represent the same situation
•	 Use precise math language to show how expressions model patterns
•	 Listen and respond to classmates’ ideas

Talking about their reasoning helps students move from simply doing math to  
truly understanding math.
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What You Might See in the Classroom

Students using words, diagrams, and 
symbols to show the same relationship.

Teachers asking:
•	 “What does each part of your  

expression mean?”
•	 “How do you know these expressions are 

equivalent (different expressions that 
represent the same situation)?”

•	 “Can you explain it in another way?”

Students writing expressions to match  
real-world situations.

Students comparing different expressions 
that model the same pattern.

Partners or small groups discussing building 
and simplifying expressions.

What You Can Do at Home

Use everyday examples: “If one notebook 
costs $3, how can you show the total for any 
number of notebooks?”

Ask: “What does the letter stand for?”  
or “How does this expression show  
what’s happening?”

Look for patterns: “If a pattern goes up 
by 5 each time, how could you write an 
expression for it?”

Play: Write a number riddle. “I’m thinking 
of a number ‘n.’ If I double it and add 3, the 
result is 11. What’s the number?”

Talk it out: Encourage your student to 
explain what their expression means and 
how they know it matches the situation.

Make it a Math Moment! 

Math is talk! When students explain how they built an algebraic expression, they’re 
showing how symbols, patterns, and quantities connect in ways that make sense.

Tap or Scan for Interactive 
Tools and More Resources!

https://educate.iowa.gov/pk-12/standards/instruction/mathematics/mathematics-supports-resources-families

