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A word problem can have the variable or unknown number in different places.

Result Unknown Start Unknown Change Unknown

Ad
d 

To

5 bunnies sat on the grass.  
7 more bunnies hopped over. 

How many bunnies are  
on the grass now?

?

5 7

5 + 7 = 

Some bunnies were sitting 
on the grass. 7 more bunnies 
hopped over. Then there were 
12 bunnies. How many bunnies 

were on the grass before?

12

? 7

+ 7 = 12

5 bunnies were sitting on the 
grass. Some more bunnies 
hopped over. Now there are 

12 bunnies. How many bunnies 
hopped over?

12

5 ?

5 +  = 12

Ta
ke

 F
ro

m

12 apples were on the table.  
I ate 5 apples. How many 

apples are on the  
table now?

12
5 ?

12 - 5 = 

Some apples were on the 
table. I ate 5 apples.  

Then there were 7 apples. 
How many apples were 

there before?

?
5 7

- 5 = 7

12 apples were on the table.  
I ate some of them, leaving  
7 apples. How many apples  

did I eat?

12
? 7

12 -  = 7

© C
orw

in,
 20

25

Not intended for distribution. For promotional review or evaluation purposes only.  
Do not distribute, share, or upload to any large language model or data repository.



Seeing the Math You Teach, Grades K–6: An Elementary Teacher’s Quick-Guide to Meaningful Mathematical Strategies and 
Representations by Kimberly Rimbey, Katie Basham, and Chryste Berda. Copyright © 2025 by Corwin Press, Inc. All rights reserved.

Writing Equations for Addition and  
Subtraction Word Problems (continued)  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .

A word problem can sometimes have more than one variable or unknown number in different places.

Total Unknown Addend Unknown Both Addends Unknown*

Pu
t 

To
ge

th
er

/T
ak

e 
Ap

ar
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7 pink balls and 5 green balls 
are in the toy box. How many 

balls total are in the  
toy box?

?

7 5

7 + 5 = 

12 balls are in the toy box. 7 are 
pink and the rest are green. 
How many of the balls in the 

toy box are green?

12

7 ?

12 = 7 + 

12 - 7 = 

Grandma has 7 flowers and  
2 vases. How many flowers can 
she put in her green vase, and 

how many can she put in  
her pink vase?

7

? ?

7 =  + 

*See page 42 for more about
word problems with  
multiple answers.

Difference Unknown Bigger Unknown Smaller Unknown

Co
m

pa
re

Collin has 5 carrots. Brian has 
7 carrots. How many more 
carrots does Brian have  

than Collin?

?
5

7

5 +  = 7

7 - 5 = 

Brian has 2 more carrots 
than Collin. Collin has  
5 carrots. How many 

carrots does Brian have?

?

Brian 2
Collin 5

2 + 5 = 

5 + 2 = 

Brian has 2 more carrots  
than Collin. Brian has  

7 carrots. How many carrots 
does Collin have?

7

Brian 2
Collin ?

7 - 2 = 

2 +  = 7
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