Explain Like I'm 10 _,

What Letters Stand for Numbers in Maths
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What Are Letters Doing in Maths?

In maths, letters like x, y, and z don't mean what they do in English. They're not just
letters—they're placeholders for numbers we don't know yet. Instead of writing
"some unknown number plus 5 equals 12", mathematicians write x + 5 = 12. This is

much faster and clearer!

Think of it like a mystery box. If someone says "I'm thinking of a number, and when I
add 5 to it, I get 12", that's confusing. But writing x + 5 = 12 is like saying "There's a

hidden number in this box. Let's figure out what it is!"

Why Do We Use Letters Instead of Question Marks?

We could write ? + 5 = 12, but letters are much better. Letters let us do lots of clever
things. We can solve equations by working backwards to find what number the letter
represents. In this case, x = 7 because 7 + 5 = 12.

Letters also help us write rules and patterns that work for any number. For
example, if you're calculating the cost of apples at 50p each, you could write 50a
where a is the number of apples. Buy 3 apples? That's 50 x 3 = 150p. Buy 10
apples? That's 30 x 10 = 500p. The letter a changes, but the rule stays the same.

Think of it like a recipe. Instead of writing out "If you make 2 cakes, use 4 eggs. If you
make 5 cakes, use 10 eggs", you just write "Use 2 eggs per cake" or 2c (where c is

the number of cakes). One rule works for everything!

Letters Help Solve Real Problems

This isn't just a classroom game. Engineers, doctors, and business people use
letters to solve real puzzles every day. If a builder needs to fence a rectangular garden
and knows the length but not the width, they can use a letter to represent the
unknown width and work out how much fencing they need.

The fancy name for this is algebra, and it's one of the most powerful tools in maths.

By using letters to stand for unknown numbers, we can solve problems that would be



impossible to work out any other way.
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