how do you combine like terms in
algebra

how do you combine like terms in algebra is a fundamental concept that forms the
backbone of algebraic manipulation. This process involves simplifying expressions by
merging terms that share the same variable and exponent, making it crucial for solving
equations and understanding polynomial expressions. Mastering how to combine like
terms not only enhances mathematical proficiency but also builds a solid foundation for
more advanced topics in algebra. This article will delve into the definition of like terms,
the step-by-step process of combining them, common mistakes to avoid, and practical
examples to illustrate the concept. By the end, you will have a comprehensive
understanding of how to effectively combine like terms in algebra.
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Understanding Like Terms

Like terms are terms that have the same variable raised to the same power. They can be
combined through addition or subtraction because they represent the same quantity. For
instance, in the expression 3x and 5x, both terms involve the variable x raised to the
power of one, making them like terms. In contrast, terms such as 3x and 4y are not like
terms because they involve different variables.

To identify like terms, follow these guidelines:

e Check the variables: No matter the coefficients, the variable part must be identical.

e Examine the exponents: The exponents of the variables must also match for the
terms to be considered like.

e Consider coefficients: While coefficients can differ, they do not affect whether terms
are like; they simply indicate how many of each term there are.



The Process of Combining Like Terms

The process of combining like terms is straightforward but requires attention to detail. By
following a systematic approach, you can simplify algebraic expressions efficiently. Here
are the steps involved:

Step 1: Identify Like Terms

Begin by scanning the expression for terms that contain the same variables and
exponents. Group these terms together to facilitate combination. For example, in the
expression 2x + 3x + 4y - by, the like terms are 2x and 3x, as well as 4y and -5y.

Step 2: Combine the Coefficients

Once you have identified the like terms, add or subtract their coefficients. This is done by
performing simple arithmetic operations on the numbers in front of the variable. For
instance, in the previous example, you would add 2 + 3 to get 5, resulting in 5x for the x
terms. For the y terms, you would calculate 4 - 5 to obtain -1y or simply -y.

Step 3: Rewrite the Expression

After combining the coefficients, write down the new simplified expression. Continuing
with our example, after combining the like terms, the expression 2x + 3x + 4y - 5y
simplifies to 5x - y.

Common Mistakes When Combining Like Terms



