
Math 1320: Solving Word Problems

Why is solving word problems important? Want to make a recipe for a dinner party? Well,
to have enough for everyone you’ll probably have to double, or maybe even triple the recipe. You
may not actually write it out, but you’re using a mathematical model to make the dish! Do you like
to get coffee from your favorite coffee shop? When you budget for these visits, how many coffees
can you buy each week? What size? You can create a model to answer these questions and many
others. Math is most useful when applied to our everyday lives, not as random equations that you
may practice solving in class.

What types of word problems may I be asked? We will first focus on mathematical models
that use linear equations to solve word problems. Many of the problems we will encounter in class
will deal with finance.

When we are given a word problem, it is written in English. We need to think of math as its
own language, and in order to create the mathematical models, we need to translate from English
to math. When reading a word problem, consider the steps in the table below:

Example 1. You are choosing between two gyms. One gym offers membership for a fee of $50
plus a monthly fee of $20. The other offers membership for a fee of $5 plus a monthly fee of $35.
After how many months will the total cost at each gym be the same? What will be the total cost
for each gym?

1. Step 1: After reading the problem, here is what I know:

2. Step 2: We need to know how much each gym will cost after a certain amount of months.
Let’s write an expression for each gym in terms of the unknown (x):



3. Step 3: We are asked to find how many months until the cost is the same (or equal). We
need to set our expressions from step 2 equal to each other:

4. Step 4: Solve the equation from step 4:

Now let’s find the cost at 3 months:

5. Step 5: Check the solution:

In the following problems, identify the unknown and assign it a variable:

1. You order coffee for $4 and a donut for $1.50 each time you visit your favorite coffee shop.
Last week you spent $27.50 total on coffee and donuts. How many times did you visit the
coffee shop last week?

2. Amazon is having a sale on board games. After a 25� price reduction, you purchase a board
game for $16. What was the price of the board game before the reduction?

3. The length of a rectangular swimming pool is 75 feet more than the width. If the perimeter
of the pool is 360 feet, what are its dimensions?

For the previous problems, write expressions to represent the other unknown quantities in terms of
x.


