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In Arithmetic, the  +  sign has only one mean-

ing: Add. 8+3   

8+3 can only mean add 8 and 3.  

In Arithmetic, the  -  sign has only one mean-

ing: Subtract  8-3   

8-3 can only mean Subtract 8 and 3.  

What do the  + and ñ signs 

mean in Arithmetic?    

Professor Weissmanõs Algebra Classroom 

What do the  + and ñ signs 

mean in Algebra?   

In Algebra the plus and minus signs have sev-

eral meanings.  

1. They indicate the direction of the number 

 +8   up eight 

 -8   down eight 

2. When they appear outside of parentheses 

they act as keep/change operators. That 

is they tell us either to keep or change the 

sign of the number inside parentheses 

 +  (+5) = +5  keep the sign inside 

 +  (-6) = -6 keep the sign inside 

  -  (+5) = -5  change the sign inside 

  -  (-6) = +6 change the sign inside 

3. The minus sign could also mean just what 

it does in Arithmetic: Subtract. 

 (+8)   -   (+3) means Subtract 

How are signed numbers 

combined? 

If all the sign are the same then add their 

absolute values and keep the common sign. 

-1-2-3-4-5= -15 

+1+2+3+4+5=+15  

How are numbers with dif-

ferent signs combined? 

If an expression has both positive and nega-

tive signs, for example:  +1-2+3-4+5-6 

#1  Separate the positives and the negatives 

and combine each group. 

Positives: +1+3+5 = +9                           

Negatives: -2-4-6 = -12 

#2 Subtract the absolute values of the two 

results: 12-9 =3 

#3 Use the sign of the number with the larger 

absolute value (the 12) 

+1-2+3-4+5-6 =  -  12 



Whatõs the difference 

between a dirty dime 

and a shiny penny? 

 

The word difference 

means Subtract. The 

difference between 

any kind of dime and 

any penny is 10¢ -1¢ 

or 9¢ 
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job. Letõs combine all 

these elements of his 

budget.  

-140-15-10-75-15-10 = 

-265 +100+150=+250  

We now combine the 

two sums: -265+250 = -

15 

What does the negative 

mean? 

His income is not enough 

to cover all his expenses.  

How will Charles make up 

the difference? 

More part time work? 

Savings from sum-

mer? 

Family assistance? 

Reduce expenses? 

Charles, in the process 

of making a budget,  is 

summarizing his weekly 

expenses: Rent $140, 

Cellphone $15, Trans-

portation $10, Food 

$75, Clothing $15, Lei-

sure Activities $10. He 

gets $100 from a stu-

dent loan and earns 

$150 at his part time 

How do we subtract in Algebra? 

Where are signed numbers combined in real life? 

 (+8)   -   (+3) 

The minus in the middle does mean sub-

tract. However, it is easier if, instead of 

saying òSubtract +3 from +8, you con-

sider the minus sign as a ôchange opera-

torõ and say òCombine a +8 with the op-

posite of +3.Every expression can be 

simplified in three basic steps. Just re-

member the letters: SSC S=Separate 

S=Simplify C=Combine (+8)  -  (+3) 

S (+8) |  -  (+3)  Separate into terms 

S   +8    -3  Simplify each term 

C             +5  Combine the results 
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No matter how complicated an ex-

pression in Algebra is, you can 

ôuncomplicatedõ it if you  

#1 Think of the addition signs as  

òkeep the sign operatorsó and the 

subtraction signs as òchange the 

sign operators.ó 

#2 Follow the SSC rule. again SSC 

means: 

S=Separate the expression into 

terms. A term starts with a plus or 

minus sign that is NOT in parenthe-

ses. 

S=Simplify each term so that it has 

no parentheses and is ôcompressedõ 

into one signed number. 

C=Combine the results. 

How is an expression simplified if it has both addition and sub-

traction? For example:  -9  +  (3-7)  -  (-2)  + (-6)  -  (+10) 

-9  +  (7-3)  -  (-2)  + (-6)  -  (+10) 

 

-9 |+  (7-3)| - (-2)|+ (-6)  |-(+10) 

 

 -9 |+ 7-3|+2| -6  |-10 

 

 -9 |+4|+2| -6  |-10 

 

 -9 +4+2-6-10 

 

Separate the negatives and the 

positives and find their sums: 

 -9-6-10 = -25 

+4+2=+6 

Combine these 2 sums: 

 -25+6=-19 
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