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On September 12, 2006, the National Council of Teachers of Mathematics released Curriculum 
Focal Points for Prekindergarten through Grade 8 Mathematics: A Quest for Coherence to encourage 
discussions at the national, state, and district levels on the importance of designing a coherent 
elementary mathematics curriculum focusing on the important mathematical ideas at each grade 
level. The natural question that followed the release of Curriculum Focal Points was “How do we 
translate this view of a focused curriculum into the classroom?”

Focus in Grade 8, one in a series of grade-level publications, is designed to support teachers, su-
pervisors, and coordinators as they begin the discussion of a more focused curriculum across and 
within prekindergarten through grade 8, as presented in Curriculum Focal Points. Focus in Grade 
8, in conjunction with the Focus in Grade 6 (NCTM 2010) and Focus in Grade 7 (NCTM 2010) 
books, will provide a strong foundation for mathematics in a focused curriculum across grades 6 
through 8. Important mathematics to prepare students for grade 8 is addressed in the publica-
tions Focus in Grade 6 and Focus in Grade 7. Additionally, teacher educators should fi nd Focus in 
Grade 8 useful as a vehicle for exploring with their preservice teachers the mathematical ideas 
and curriculum issues related to the suggested grade 8 Curriculum Focal Points. 

The contributors to, and reviewers of, these publications, all active leaders in mathematics edu-
cation and professional development, guided the creation of this grade-level book as a frame-
work for lesson-study experiences in which teachers deepen their understanding of the mathe-
matical ideas they will be teaching. This book describes and illustrates instructional progressions 
for the mathematical concepts and skills of each grade 8 Curriculum Focal Point, including 
powerful representational supports for teaching and learning that can facilitate understanding, 
stimulate productive discussions about mathematical thinking, and provide a foundation for fl u-
ency with the core ideas. Because these instructional progressions cut across grades, you will see 
the progressions in each grade accompanied by summaries of progressions before and after that 
grade that connect to Focal Points and Connections in previous and following grades.

Whether you are working with your colleagues or individually, we hope you will fi nd the discus-
sions of the instructional progressions, representations, problems, and lines of reasoning valuable 
as you plan activities and discussions for your students and as you strive to help your students 
achieve the depth of understanding of important mathematical concepts necessary for their fu-
ture success.

—Jane F. Schielack
Series Advisor
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Purpose of This Guide
Your fi rst question when looking at NCTM’s Curriculum Focal Points might 
be “How can I use NCTM’s Focal Points with the local and state curriculum 
I am expected to teach?” NCTM’s Curriculum Focal Points are not intended 
to be a national curriculum but have been developed to help bring more con-
sistency to mathematics curricula across the country. Collectively, they con-
stitute a framework of how curricula might be organized at each grade level, 
prekindergarten through grade 8. They are also intended to help bring about 
discussion within and across states and school districts about the important 
mathematical ideas to be taught at each grade level. Because of the current 
variation among states’ curricula, the Curriculum Focal Points are not likely 
to match up perfectly with any one state’s curriculum. This volume explores 
the mathematics emphasized at grade 8 in the focused curriculum suggested 
by the NCTM Curriculum Focal Points framework. Additional grade-level 
and grade-band books are available from NCTM to help teachers translate 
the Curriculum Focal Points identifi ed for their grade level into coherent and 
meaningful instruction. Taken together, this grade 8 guide, along with the 
grades 6 and 7 guides (NCTM 2010) and the grade 6–8 grade-band guide 
(Mirra 2009), can be used by groups of teachers in professional development 
experiences as well as by individual classroom teachers.

Purpose of Curriculum Focal Points
The mathematics curriculum in the United States has often been character-
ized as a “mile wide and an inch deep.” Many topics are studied each year—
often reviewing much that was covered in previous years—and little depth 
is added each time the topic is addressed. In addition, because education has 
always been locally controlled in the United States, learning expectations can 
signifi cantly differ by state and local school systems. NCTM’s Curriculum 
Focal Points for Prekindergarten through Grade 8 Mathematics: A Quest for 
Coherence (2006) is the next step in helping states and local districts refocus 
their curriculum. It provides an example of a focused and coherent curricu-
lum in prekindergarten through grade 8 by identifying the most important 
mathematical topics, or “Focal Points,” at each grade level. The Focal Points 
are not discrete topics to be taught and checked off, but rather a cluster of re-
lated knowledge, skills, and concepts. By organizing and prioritizing curricu-
lum and instruction in prekindergarten–grade 8 around Focal Points at each 
grade level, teachers can foster more cumulative learning of mathematics by 
students, and students’ work in the later grades will build on and deepen what 
they learned in the earlier grades. Organizing mathematics content in this 

A curriculum is more 
than a collection of 
activities: It must be 
coherent, focused on 
important mathematics, 
and well articulated 
across the grades. 

—The Curriculum Principle,
Principles and Standards for 

School Mathematics

It provides an example of a 
focused and coherent curricu-
lum in prekindergarten through 
grade 8 by identifying the most 
important mathematical topics, 
or “Focal Points,” at each grade 
level.

Introduction1
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way will help ensure a solid mathematical foundation for high school math-
ematics and beyond.
 Prior to the Curriculum Focal Points, the National Council of Teachers 
of Mathematics began the process of bringing about change to school math-
ematics programs in the 1980s, particularly with the first publication to out-
line standards in mathematics, titled Curriculum and Evaluation Standards for 
School Mathematics (NCTM 1989). That publication provided major direction 
to states and school districts in developing their curricula. NCTM’s Principles 
and Standards for School Mathematics (2000) further elaborated on the ideas of 
the 1989 Standards, outlining learning expectations in the grade bands of pre-
kindergarten–2, 3–5, 6–8, and 9–12. Principles and Standards also highlighted 
six principles, which included the Curriculum Principle, to offer guidance for 
developing mathematics programs. The Curriculum Principle emphasized 
the need to link with, and build on, mathematical ideas as students progress 
through the grades, deepening their mathematical knowledge over time.

The Impact of Focal Points on 
Curriculum, Instruction, and 
Assessment
Significant improvement can be made in the areas of curriculum, instruction, 
and assessment by identifying Focal Points at each grade level. At the cur-
riculum level, Focal Points will allow for more rigorous and in-depth study 
of important mathematics at each grade level. This rigor will translate to a 
more meaningful curriculum that students can understand and apply. At the 
instructional level, Focal Points will allow teachers to more fully know the 
core topics they are responsible for teaching. Teachers will not necessarily 
be teaching less or more but will be able to teach better. Professional develop-
ment can also be tailored to deepen teachers’ knowledge of these Focal Points 
and connect these ideas in meaningful ways. Assessments can be designed 
that truly measure students’ mastery of core topics rather than survey a broad 
range of disparate topics, thus allowing for closer monitoring of students’ de-
velopment. At the level of classroom assessment, having a smaller number of 
essential topics will help teachers have time to better determine what their 
students have learned and whether they have learned the material deeply 
enough to use and build on it in subsequent years. If state assessments are 
more focused as well, more detailed information can be gathered for districts 
and schools on areas for improvement. 

Using This Focus in Grade 8 Book
Many teachers tell us that they did not have an opportunity in their teacher 
preparation programs to build sufficient understanding of some of the math-
ematics topics that they now teach. The discussion of the mathematical ideas 
presented here is detailed enough for teachers to begin building understand-
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ing of the mathematics contained in each grade 8 Focal Point. To further 
understand what mathematics students are expected to learn before grade 8 
and in later grades, teachers would benefit from examining the publications 
Focus in Grade 6 (NCTM 2010), Focus in Grade 7 (NCTM 2010), and Focus 
in High School Mathematics: Reasoning and Sense Making (NCTM 2009). We 
suggest that teachers form study groups (such as those in lesson study, math-
ematics circles, or other learning communities) to read and discuss parts of 
this publication, to work together to build a deeper understanding of the 
mathematics topics in each Focal Point, and to plan how to help their stu-
dents develop such understanding by adapting as needed their present grade 
8 teaching and learning strategies and materials. A helpful approach for other 
teacher working groups has been to share students’ insights and questions 
and to look at students’ work to understand different ways that students are 
solving problems, to address errors and misconceptions, and to help students 
move forward in a progression that fosters both understanding and fluency. 
Because teachers’ lives are busy and demanding, the reader is better served 
by concentrating on small portions of this publication at a time and working 
through them deeply instead of trying to do too much at once and getting 
discouraged. Teachers’ learning, like students’ learning, is a continual process 
that can be very rewarding. 

Bringing Focus into the Classroom: 
Instruction That Builds Understanding 
and Fluency 
Although the main goal of this publication is to present in more detail the 
mathematical content in each of the Focal Points, some important pedagogi-
cal issues also need to be taken into account when creating an environment 
that supports focused instruction. Pedagogical principles for classrooms that 
do help students build understanding are outlined in Principles and Standards 
for School Mathematics (NCTM 2000) and in the National Research Council 
reports Adding It Up (Kilpatrick, Swafford, and Findell 2001) and How 
Students Learn: Mathematics in the Classroom (Donovan and Bransford 2005). 
An instructional environment that supports the development of understand-
ing and fluency should be based on a logical progression of content that is 
connected across grades as well as within grades, should provide opportuni-
ties for students and teachers to engage in mathematically substantive discus-
sions, and should involve teachers and students in interpreting and creating 
mathematical representations to enhance their understanding.

An instructional-progression approach
An instructional progression of concepts and skills supports coherence across 
and within grades. The table at the beginning of each Focal Point out-
lines the instructional progression and presents the mathematics suggested 
for grade 8 within the context of the related mathematics suggested for the 
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grades before and after. Teacher study groups can work to identify gaps in 
the knowledge of their students that might be causing them difficulties with 
the mathematics in grade 8. In addition, the instructional progression offers a 
view of the future mathematics in which students will be applying the knowl-
edge and skills learned in grade 8.

In-depth instructional conversations
Students have little opportunity to build understanding in a classroom in 
which the teacher does all the talking and explaining. A valuable instructional 
approach is one in which teachers create a nurturing, meaning-making com-
munity as students use “math talk” to discuss their mathematical thinking and 
help one another clarify their own mathematical thinking, understand and 
overcome errors, and describe the methods they use to solve problems (Fuson 
and Murata 2007). Such discussions identify commonalities and differences 
as well as advantages and disadvantages across methods. By having students 
talk about their own strategies, teachers can help them become aware of, and 
build on, their implicit informal knowledge (Lampert 1989; Mack 1990). As 
the teacher and students learn to listen respectfully to the math talk of oth-
ers, they model, structure and clarify, instruct or explain, question, and give 
feedback to enhance one another’s learning. As students’ understanding and 
fluency in various topics increase, the amount and type of class discussion re-
lated to each topic will change. In-depth discussion of new topics should be-
gin as more sophisticated, mature discussion of previously encountered topics 
continues.

Using mathematical representations
The use of mathematical representations, in particular mathematical draw-
ings, during problem-solving discussions and explanations of mathematical 
thinking helps listeners better understand the speaker. The use of mathemati-
cal drawings as a component of homework and classwork by both students 
and the teacher helps them better understand one another’s thinking and thus 
provides continual assessment to guide instruction as the teacher addresses 
issues that arise in such drawings and accompanying talk (e.g., errors or inter-
esting mathematical thinking). Middle school teachers can use students’ prior 
knowledge as a basis for building new understandings (Webb, Boswinkel, 
and Dekker 2008). Students can deepen their mathematical understandings 
by being led to make connections between their own representations that are 
“often grounded in … experiences with real or imagined contexts” (p. 112) 
and new, less contextually bound representations purposefully introduced by 
the teacher. Examples are included throughout this publication as to how 
grade 8 teachers can help their students make the transition from concrete 
and numerical representations to algebraic reasoning, generalization, and ab-
stract representations.
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An Important Grade 8 Issue: Algebra 
Readiness
The NCTM Curriculum Focal Points were “designed with the intention of 
providing a three-year middle school program that includes a full year of 
general mathematics in each of grades 6, 7, and 8” (p. 10). The many schools 
that offer a first algebra course in grade 7 or 8 should include the content in 
the grade 8 Focal Points in earlier grades to enhance students’ readiness for 
algebra. Students who wait until grade 9 to begin their high school math-
ematics coursework can benefit from productive time spent in grade 8 fur-
ther developing their understanding of the rational number system and 
strengthening their use of tables, graphs, and equations, along with properties 
of arithmetic, to represent and find solutions to problems. A strong general 
mathematics course in grade 8, focused on building students’ skills in using 
symbols to represent their mathematical thinking, is essential for increasing 
these students’ readiness for algebra in high school.
 Algebraic notation permeates the mathematics that students learn in 
grade 8 and in later grades. The Focal Points in grade 8 emphasize the analy-
sis and representation of linear functions and solving linear equations in a va-
riety of contexts, including applications involving geometry and data analysis. 
In particular, students can use such technology as geometry exploration soft-
ware and graphing tools in these types of applications to expand their experi-
ences with the mathematics. The use of technology “enriches the range and 
quality of investigations by providing a means of viewing mathematical ideas 
from multiple perspectives” (NCTM 2000, p. 25). Much attention should 
be dedicated to building meaning for the algebraic notation used in these 
applications and for the various procedures that can be used to solve linear 
equations, with the eventual goal being students’ ability to apply these under-
standings as they engage in the reasoning, sense making, and problem solving 
expected in high school mathematics and beyond. 
 The three grade 8 Focal Points and their Connections are reproduced on 
the following page. 
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In grade 8, students learn how to analyze and represent linear functions and 
solve linear equations and systems of linear equations. They learn how to rep-
resent linear relationships as graphs, tables, and equations. Students learn the 
meaning of slope and y-intercept and how these two elements of the graph of 
a linear function can be identifi ed in each of three representations of a linear 
relationship—algebraic, tabular, and graphical. They also gain an understand-
ing of the meaning of linear function and that the algebraic representation of 
a linear function is a linear equation. The eventual goal of this Focal Point is 
for students to use their understanding of linear functions and linear equa-
tions to represent and solve problems.

Instructional Progression for 
Linear Functions and Linear 
Equations
The focus on linear functions and linear equations in grade 8 is supported 
by a progression of related mathematical ideas before and after grade 8, as 
shown in table 2.1. To give perspective to the grade 8 work, we fi rst discuss 
some of the important ideas that students focused on before grade 8 that pre-
pare them for learning about linear functions and linear equations in grade 8. 
At the end of the detailed discussion of this grade 8 Focal Point, we present 
examples of how students will use linear functions and linear equations in lat-
er grades. For more detailed discussions of the “before” parts of the instruc-
tional progression, please see the appropriate grade-level books, for example, 
Focus in Grade 6 (NCTM 2010) and Focus in Grade 7 (NCTM 2010).

Early Foundations for Understanding 
Linear Functions and Linear 
Equations
Before entering the grade 8 classroom, students are expected to have learned 
concepts and skills that they can use to understand their work in linear func-
tions and linear equations. In grade 7, students develop effi cient, accurate, 
and generalizable methods for operating with all rational numbers. They 
learn to graph and represent proportional relationships. Students also use lin-
ear equations in one variable and rational numbers to solve word problems.

Focusing on Linear Functions and 
Linear Equations

2
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Rational numbers
In grade 7, students learn about the set of rational numbers along with the 
operations of addition and multiplication, along with their inverses of sub-
traction and division, as being components of the rational number system. 
They learn that the set of rational numbers is made up of every number that 
can be expressed as a/b, where a is an integer and b is an integer other than 
0. The set of rational numbers includes the integers, since any integer a can 
be written as a/1. Any nonzero rational number can be expressed as a posi-
tive or negative fraction and as a positive or negative decimal that terminates 
or repeats; zero, although neither positive nor negative, also can be expressed 
as a fraction and as a terminating decimal. Students explore the properties of 
the operations in the rational number system, comparing and contrasting the 
properties of these operations that exist in the system of whole numbers and 
the system of rational numbers. In their study of the properties of operations, 
students learn about the concept of closure and how to decide whether an op-
eration in a system is closed. Students also develop computational procedures 

Table 2.1
Grade 8: Focusing on Linear Functions and Linear Equations—Instructional Progression for Linear Functions and 
Linear Equations

Before Grade 8 Grade 8 After Grade 8

Students develop efficient, accurate, 
and generalizable methods for oper-
ating with rational numbers.

Students recognize fractions, per-
cents, and certain decimals as ways 
of representing rational numbers 
and convert flexibly among fractions, 
decimals, and percents. Students are 
able to explain which fractions cor-
respond to terminating decimals. 

Students graph proportional rela-
tionships and recognize the graph 
as a line through the origin with the 
constant of proportionality as the 
slope of the line.

Students express proportional rela-
tionships as y = kx and distinguish 
them from other relationships, such 
as y = kx + b.

Students use linear equations in one 
variable to solve word problems.

Students translate among algebraic, geomet-
ric (graphical), numerical (tabular), and verbal 
representations of linear functions. 

Students recognize the slope of a line as a con-
stant ratio representing the change in y com-
pared with the related change in x.

Students recognize the y-intercept of a line 
as the point (0, y) where the line crosses the 
y-axis.

Students recognize relationships that are func-
tions and develop an understanding of how 
the algebraic representations of linear func-
tions are linear equations.

Students relate systems of equations to pairs of 
lines that intersect, are parallel, or are the same 
line in the plane and understand that the solu-
tion to a system of equations is a solution to 
both equations. 

Students analyze and solve problems us-
ing linear equations and systems of linear 
equations.

Students understand numbers, 
ways of representing numbers, 
and relationships among numbers 
within different number systems 
(e.g., rationals, reals). 

Students apply operations ap-
propriately, compute fluently, and 
make reasonable estimates within 
different number systems.

Students understand relations 
and functions.

Students represent and ana-
lyze mathematical situations 
and structures using algebraic 
symbols.

Students use mathematical mod-
els to represent and understand 
quantitative relationships.

Students analyze change in vari-
ous contexts.
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that they use to add, subtract, multiply, and divide with rational numbers, 
both positive and negative.
 During their study of the rational number system, students develop an 
understanding of percent as a part-to-whole ratio where n percent means n 
parts out of 100 total parts. Students flexibly translate among percent, frac-
tion, and decimal forms. For example, students who know that 76 percent 
means 76 out of 100 use their understanding of rational numbers and ratio to 
reason that 

76% = 76/100 = 0.76 = 19/25.

Proportionality
Students’ work with proportionality in grade 7 also prepares them to study 
linear functions and linear equations in grade 8. In grade 7, students express 
proportional relationships algebraically as equations of the form y = kx, where 

Fig. 2.1. Comparing a proportional relationship with a relationship that  
is not proportional 

 2 dollars
1 pound

4 dollars
2 p

=
oounds

.

Chicken costs $2 per pound.
Let y = number of dollars.
Let x = number of pounds. 
Then y = 2x models this relationship.
The graph is a line through the origin.

Chicken costs $4.50 for a minimum
purchase of one pound and $1.50 
for each additional pound.
Let y = number of dollars.
Let x = number of pounds. 
Then y = 1.50x + 3 models this relationship, for x ≥ 1.
The graph is a line not through the origin.

Proportional Relationship Relationship That Is Not Proportional

The relationship is proportional and 
thus linear. Note that k, the constant of 
proportionality, is 2. In other words, no 
matter how many pounds of chicken 
you buy in this situation, the cost per 
pound is constant. One proportion for 
this relationship is

The relationship is linear but not 
proportional. Therefore, there is no 
constant of proportionality. In other 
words, for different amounts of 
chicken purchased in this situation, 
when the cost is spread evenly 
across the number of pounds 
purchased, the cost per pound 
varies.

10 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 10 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

8

7
6
5
4
3
2
1
0

8

7
6
5
4
3
2
1
0

y y

x x

y = 2x

y = 1.50x + 3

Fig. 2.1. Comparing a proportional relationship with a relationship that 
is not proportional 
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k is the constant of proportionality. Students also graph these relationships, 
recognizing the graph as a line through the origin whose slope is k. Students 
learn to distinguish proportional relationships from relationships that are not 
proportional, including linear functions whose equations have the form 
y = mx + b, where b ≠ 0, as shown in fi gure 2.1.

 In grade 8 students apply this understanding as they learn about linear 
functions and the linear equations that represent them. They learn that 
y = mx + b is one form of a linear equation and that y = kx represents a linear 
equation where m = k and b = 0. Thus, a proportional relationship between 
two variables can always be modeled by a linear function, but not all linear 
functions represent proportional relationships.

Equations
In grade 6 students learn how to represent relationships algebraically using 
expressions and equations. They learn how to use substitution to evaluate ex-
pressions, and they learn various ways to solve equations. They learn that a 
numerical solution to an equation is a number that makes the equation true. 
Students also use expressions and equations to solve word problems.

Focusing on Linear Functions and 
Linear Equations
There are many types of relationships between quantities and many different 
ways to describe them in order to make predictions and to solve problems. 
In this Focal Point, students learn about linear relationships and how to use 
words, graphs, tables, and equations to represent them, as shown in fi gure 2.2.

Representations of linear relationships
In previous grades, students learn about equations and use equations in one 
variable to solve problems. For example to solve the problem 

Ed works in a restaurant. He earns $8 per hour plus tips. One day he 
earned a total of $83, including $35 from tips. How many hours did he 
work that day? 

students have written and solved the equation as follows:
8 35 83

8 35 35 83 35

8 48

8
8

48
8

6

8 3x8 3

8 3x8 3

8 4x8 4

x

x

+ =8 3+ =8 35 8+ =5 8

+ −8 3+ −8 35 3+ −5 3 = −5 8= −5 83 3= −3 3

8 4=8 4

=

=
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They have discussed that there is only one solution to this equation, x = 6, 
and that the solution, in the context of the problem, means that Ed worked 
six hours that day.
 In grade 8, students expand their understanding of equations to include 
linear equations in two variables. A linear equation is an algebraic equation 
in which each term is either a constant or the product of a constant (called a 
coefficient) and the first power of a single variable. Some linear and nonlinear 
equations are shown in figure 2.3.
 Linear equations in two variables are used to describe the relationship 
between two quantities. For example, in the equation y = 2x, the quantity y is 
two times the quantity x. In the equation y = x + 5, the quantity y is five more 
than the quantity x. Teachers can help students make the transition from lin-
ear equations in one variable to linear equations in two variables by giving 
them appropriate contextual situations to model, as shown in the following 
classroom discussion.

 Teacher: Here is the problem we were working on solving by using an 
equation: 

Fig. 2.2. Ways to represent a linear relationship

 

 

8

7

6

5

4

3

2

1

1

1 1

2 3

3 5

4 7

2 3 4 5

y

yx

x

Algebraic:
Linear Equation

y = 2x – 1

or

–2x + y = –1

Numerical:
Table

Geometric:
Graph

Verbal: Johanna ran 1 mile the first day and then increased the number of miles 
she ran each day by 2. 

Fig. 2.2. Ways to represent a linear relationship
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This weekend Rick did homework for 6 hours. He did homework for 
twice as long as he played soccer. How many hours did Rick play soccer? 

Who would like to share their equation and solution?

 Maddie: I would. Rick did his homework for twice as long as he played 
soccer. He did his homework for 6 hours. So, I let s stand for the number of 
hours he played soccer and wrote the equation 6 = 2s. Then, I divided both 
sides by 2 to solve the equation:

6 2
6
2

2
2

3

6 2=6 2

=

=

s

s

s

I got s = 3, so Rick played soccer for three hours. This makes sense because 6 
= 2(3) is true.

 Teacher: The equation that Maddie wrote involves one variable, s. There 
is one solution to this equation. The solution for the equation is 3 = s, and so 
the solution set is one value for s. Suppose I changed the situation to— 

This weekend Rick did homework and played soccer. He did homework 
for twice as long as he played soccer. 

In this context, you don’t know how long Rick did homework or played soc-
cer, but you do know something about the relationship between the amount 
of time he spent doing each activity. We can use an equation to represent this 
relationship. Let’s use h to represent the time that Rick did homework and s 
to represent the time that Rick played soccer. Who can tell me an equation 
that you can write to represent this relationship?
 Shaundra: I think I can. Rick did homework twice as long as he played 
soccer, so the time spent on homework is 2 times the time spent on soccer, or 

Fig. 2.3. Examples of linear and nonlinear equations
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h = 2s. This is almost the same as Maddie’s equation, except I used h for the 
homework and Maddie used 6.
 Teacher: Equations such as h = 2s are linear equations that involve two 
variables and are used to show the relationship between two quantities, in 
this case the relationship between the number of hours spent doing home-
work, h, and the number of hours playing soccer, s. A line on the coordinate 
plane represents the solutions to this equation. Notice that the solution to the 
one-variable equation, 6 = 2s, is related to the point on the line h = 2s where  
h = 6 and s = 3. 

 Teachers could then change the situation to show that if they change the 
relationship between the number of hours spent doing homework and the 
number of hours spent playing soccer, the equation that represents that rela-
tionship changes as well, as shown in figure 2.4.
 For students to understand how equations can be used to represent the 
relationship between quantities, they also need to learn about solution sets to 
these equations. A solution to an equation in two variables is an ordered pair 
of values that makes the equation true. For example, in the equation y = 2x, a 
solution is an ordered pair in the form (x, y). There are infinitely many solu-
tions to this equation, with a few shown in figure 2.5.
 As students have learned in their previous work with coordinate graph-
ing, the order of the numbers in an ordered pair is very important. Teachers 
can further emphasize this concept by having students analyze equations 
and their solutions in context. For example, if, in the equation y = 2x, x is the 
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number of people and y is the number of books, the ordered pair (2, 4) repre-
sents two people and four books; however, the ordered pair (4, 2) represents 
four people and two books. If the relationship is that every person has two 
books, the ordered pair (4, 2) would not be a solution for that equation.
 Linear equations are so named because the graphical representation of a 
linear equation is a line in the coordinate plane. Students can see that this is 
true as they connect the solutions of two variable linear equations with what 
they already know about graphing in the coordinate plane. Students learn 
that since every ordered pair corresponds to a point in a coordinate plane, a 
set of ordered pairs can be graphed. To generate this set of ordered pairs, stu-
dents can choose values for x or y, substitute those values in the equation, and 
solve for the other variable. The resulting values form an ordered pair that is a 
solution to the equation. Students may find it helpful to organize these values 
in a table, as shown in figure 2.6.

Let x represent number of hours spent playing soccer; let y represent 
number of hours spent doing homework.

y = 2x Rick spends twice as many hours doing homework as 
he does playing soccer.

y = x + 3 Rick spends 3 more hours doing homework than he 
does playing soccer.

x = 4  Rick spends 4 hours playing soccer regardless of the 
amount of time he spends doing homework. 

y = 5  Rick spends 5 hours doing homework regardless of the 
amount of time he spends playing soccer.

←

←

←

←

Fig. 2.4. Different equations that represent different relationships

Fig. 2.5. Using substitution to demonstrate that several ordered pairs are  
solutions to the equation given

(1, 2) is a solution to the equation y = 2x because—

y x=
= ( )
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(35, 70) is a solution to 
the equation y = 2x 

because—

(−5, −10) is a solution to 
the equation y = 2x 

because—

(1, 2) is a solution to 
the equation y = 2x 

because—

y x=
=
=

2
2 2(1)
2 2

(                )

(       )

Fig. 2.5. Using substitution to demonstrate that several ordered pairs 
are solutions to the equation given
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 Students can then use their understanding of graphing points in the  
coordinate plane to use the ordered pairs to make a graph, as shown in  
figure 2.7.

 ← (−2, −4)
�← (−1, −2)
�← (0, 0)
�← (1, 2)
�← (2, 4)

y = 2x

x y
−2 −4
−1 −2

0 0
1 2
2 4

Fig. 2.6. Using a table to display ordered pairs that are 
solutions to the equation y = 2x

Fig. 2.6. Using a table to display or-
dered pairs that are solutions to the 

equation y = 2x

 ← (−2, −4)
�← (−1, −2)
�← (0, 0)
�← (1, 2)
�← (2, 4)

y = 2x

x y
−2 −4
−1 −2

0 0
1 2
2 4

5

4

3

2

1

0

–1

–2

–3

–4

–5

1 2 3–3 –2 –1

(–2, –4)

(–1, –2)

(1, 2)

(2, 4)

(0, 0)

y = 2x means that—
y is equal to two times x,
the value of y is twice the value of x.

Fig. 2.7. Showing solutions to the equation y = 2x using a table and a graph
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 Each of the four representations of a linear relationship that appear in 
figure 2.7—a verbal description, a numerical description (a table or set of or-
dered pairs), a geometrical description (a graph), and an algebraic description 
(an equation)—has advantages, helping students understand the relationship 
in a different way. A verbal representation can be more effective for commu-
nicating an idea and confirming an understanding. For example, when stu-
dents can say that y = 2x means the value of y is twice the value of x, they are 
confirming that they understand the relationship. A table of ordered pairs 
shows more of the actual numerical information from the situation being rep-
resented. An equation is a more concise form of the numerical relationship 
between the quantities; for example, y = 2x is more concise than the value of 
y is twice the value of x. An equation also concisely and completely summa-
rizes all the ordered pairs in the relationship and can be manipulated algebra-
ically to be written in different, equivalent forms that are useful for different 
purposes. A graph of a relationship is a representation that provides a visual 
“picture” of the relationship. In particular, the graph of a linear equation il-
lustrates two attributes of the linear function that are especially significant—
slope (indicating the steepness of the line and the direction of its slant or 
whether it is horizontal or vertical) and the y-intercept (indicating where it 
intersects the y-axis). Students deepen their understanding of linear relation-
ships by building connections among these various representations. 
 As students study linear relationships, it is beneficial for linear functions 
and their equations to be introduced in context. Context allows students to 
draw accurate conclusions about the solutions of the equation. For example, 
if the equation y = 2x is considered out of context and there are no stated re-
strictions on the values of the variables, then x can be any real number. And if 
x can be any real number in this equation, then y can be any real number that 
can be described as 2x. So the number of solutions to the equation is infinite. 
The graph also reflects these properties. The graph is a line, drawn with ar-
rows at each end indicating that the line extends in both directions without 
end and with no “holes,” indicating that every point on that line is a solution 
to the equation. Thus, (1.3, 2.6), (2, 4), and (−16, −32) are all solutions to the 
equation and represent points on the line. However, if the equation is consid-
ered in context—for example, it describes the relationship between the num-
ber of books and the number of people—then certain solutions make sense 
and certain solutions do not. Since books and people are not fractional, only 
whole-number solutions make sense. This illustrates the fact that equations 
and graphs are representations of functions that can be used to model actual 

Reflect As You Read
Before reading the next paragraph, articulate for yourself why it is important for 
students to understand the different possible representations of a linear relation-
ship: a verbal description, a numerical description (a table or set of ordered pairs), 
a geometrical description (a graph), and an algebraic description (an equation).  
What are the strengths of each representation?
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situations. In many actual situations, the values for the variables must be re-
stricted. Although the graph shown in figure 2.7 shows the solution to the 
equation y = 2x, not every point on that line is the solution to a problem in 
which the number of books is two times the number of people.
 Once students understand how to graph linear equations, they should re-
visit previous linear relationships that they have represented using equations. 
Referring back to figure 2.4, students can now gain a deeper understanding of 
the representations of the possible relationships between the time Rick spent 
doing homework and the time he spent playing soccer. Each equation is dif-
ferent, so each graph is different, as shown in figure 2.8. 

Fig. 2.8. Graphs of linear equations

 ← (0, 0)
�← (1, 2)
�← (2, 4)
�← (3, 6)

y = 2x
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 ← (0, 3)
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�← (2, 5)
�← (3, 6)

y = x + 3
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Let x represent number of hours spent playing soccer; let y represent 
number of hours spent doing homework.

y = 2x    Rick spends twice as many hours doing homework as he 
              does playing soccer.

y = x + 3     Rick spends three more hours doing homework than he
                   does playing soccer.

Fig. 2.8. Graphs of linear equations

(Continued on next page)
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 Note that some linear equations are written with only one variable. 
Students can see from graphs like the ones in figure 2.8 that the graph of an 
equation of the form x = a is a vertical line and the graph of an equation of 
the form y = b is a horizontal line, where a and b can be different constants for 
given equations. Note also that when considering ordered pairs as solutions, 
there can be many solutions for one-variable equations just as there can be 
many solutions for two-variable equations.

Slope and y-intercept 
To develop a deep understanding of linear equations and linear functions, it 
is important for students to understand how different mathematical relation-
ships between two quantities are reflected in the graph of the line that rep-

 ← (4, 0)
�← (4, 2)
�← (4, 4)
�← (4, 6)

x = 4

x y
4 0
4 2
4 4
4 6

 

5

6

7

4

3

2

1

–1

–2

0

–1

–2

–3

–4

–5

10 2 3 4 5–2 –1

(4, 6)

(–1, –2)

(4, 2)

(4, 4)

(4, 0)

 ← (0, 5)
�← (1, 5)
�← (2, 5)
�← (3, 5)

y = 5x

x y
0 5
1 5
2 5
3 5

 

5

6

7

4

3

2

1

–1

–2

0
10 2 3 4–2 –1

(2, 5)(0, 5)

(3, 5)(1, 5)

x = 4     Rick spends four hours playing soccer regardless of how many 
             hours he spends doing homework.

y = 5     Rick spends five hours doing homework regardless of how
             many hours he spends playing soccer.
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Let x represent number of hours spent playing soccer; let y represent 
number of hours spent doing homework.

x = 4 Rick spends four hours playing soccer regardless of how many hours 
he spends doing homework.

x = 5 Rick spends five hours doing homework regardless of how many 
hours he spends playing soccer.

Fig. 2.8. Graphs of linear equations—Continued Fig. 2.8. Graphs of linear equations—Continued

Fig. 2.8. Graphs of linear equations—Continued
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resents those relationships. A graph provides a “picture” of the relationship, 
and students can deepen their understanding of linear relationships by build-
ing connections between certain mathematical relationships reflected in the 
equation and certain characteristics that are reflected in the corresponding 
graph. Through structured experiences in which students make comparisons 
between purposefully chosen equations and their corresponding graphs, stu-
dents learn that characteristics of the graphs, such as slope and y-intercept, 
are affected by changing the mathematical relationships between the two 
quantities, that is, by changing the relationship between x and y. Students 
also learn how to use generalizations to describe those changes; for example, 
when the linear relationship is expressed as y = mx + b, the greater the ab-
solute value of the coefficient of x, the steeper the slope, and the greater the 
number added to mx, the greater the value of y at which the line intersects 
the y-axis. Through carefully structured opportunities for comparison, stu-
dents gain the ability to visualize the corresponding graph when they see an 
equation in the form y = mx + b (i.e., How steep is the line? Does y increase 
or decrease from right to left? Where does it cross the y-axis?); and to write 
the corresponding equation when they see the graph of a line (i.e., What are 
the values for m and b?)

Slope

In initial experiences with exploring the relationship between linear equa-
tions and their graphs, teachers should begin with an equation such as y = x  
in context. In this equation, the value of the two quantities is equal. Teachers 
should help students connect this relationship to their work with proportion-
ality by pointing out that this equation represents a proportional relationship, 
y = kx, with a constant of proportionality of 1. Then, as teachers change the 
equation by changing the constant of proportionality, students examine how 
the change affects the graph. The following classroom discussion illustrates 
how these comparisons can be accomplished. If available, the use of graph-
ing technology can further enhance students’ explorations since it will allow 
students to create, compare, and analyze many graphs quickly, accurately, and 
efficiently.

 Teacher: Suppose you and your friend always read the same number of 
pages of a book in one day. Let x represent the number of pages your friend 
reads; let y represent the number of pages you read. What equation represents 
the relationship between the pages that you read and the pages that your 
friend reads?
 Josh: y = x, because I read the same number of pages as my friend, so x 
and y have the same value.
 Teacher: That equation does represent the situation. So if you read sev-
en pages, your friend reads seven pages. If you read sixteen pages, your 
friend reads sixteen pages, and so on. How can you use a graph to show this 
equation?
 Tam: Usually I make a table of x- and y-values, and then I use those pairs 
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of values to plot points on the coordinate grid. But since y = x, the ordered 
pairs have the same x- and y-values, so I can just choose any numbers. I chose 
(2, 2), (4, 4), (5, 5), (7, 7), and (10, 10). My graph looks like this:

 Teacher: Tam remembered that the solution set of the equation y = x is 
the set of all ordered pairs (x, y) that make the equation true. Tam’s ordered 
pairs reflect a few solutions in the solution set. Notice that the points seem to 
lie in a straight path. It is true that all these points lie on the same line, and 
we’ll learn more about why later. Did anyone else use different points and 
make a different graph?
 Ned: I used (0, 0), (1, 1), (2, 2), (3, 3), but my graph looks just like Tam’s. 
It looks like a line and has the same slant and passes through the origin.
 Teacher: Interesting observations, Ned. What Ned observed is that re-
gardless of which ordered pairs that solve the equation you choose to use to 
graph the equation y = x, all the ordered pairs fall on the same straight line. 
Did anyone use negative values to graph the line?
 Matt: I like negative numbers, so I used (−2, −2) and (−1, −1). But I real-
ized that you can’t really read a negative number of pages, so I guess my or-
dered pairs don’t make much sense in the problem!
 Teacher: Good point, Matt. The equation y = x  is a model of the rela-
tionship between the pages you read and the pages your friend reads per day. 
Although all the points that fall on the straight path of the line are solutions 
to the equation, not all make sense in the context of the problem. Would the 
solution (1 1/4, 1 1/4) make sense?
 Matt: I think so, because you can read a fractional number of pages.  
I guess my friend and I could both read 1 1/4 pages of a book. But greater 
numbers, like 2000, wouldn’t make sense.

 Once students understand the solutions to the equation and what they 
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mean in the context of the problem, and how the graph shows the relation-
ship in the problem, they are ready to begin gaining an understanding of how 
changing the equation changes the graph, as illustrated in the continuation of 
the classroom discussion that follows.

 Teacher: Now suppose every day you read twice as many pages as your 
friend reads. What equation would you use to represent that relationship?
 Shakira: Well, if I still use y as the number of pages I read and x as the 
number of pages that my friend reads, my equation would be y = 2x, meaning 
I read twice as many pages as my friend.
 Teacher: How can you graph this equation?
 Shakira: I would make a table of x- and y-values to find ordered pairs to 
graph. My table and graph look like this:

 Teacher: Now let’s compare the graph of y = x and the graph of y = 2x. It 
is much easier for us to compare graphs when they are on the same scale, so 
why don’t we just graph them on the same coordinate grid. Who can describe 
some similarities and some differences in the two graphs?

 Harry: Well, they are both straight lines, and they both pass through the 
origin.

y = 2x

x y
0 0
1 2
2 4
3 6
 

5

6

7

4

3

2

1

–1

–2

0

–1

–2

–3

–4

–5

1 2 3 40–2 –1

(3, 6)

(–1, –2)

(1, 2)

(2, 4)

(0, 0) x

y

10

8

6

4

2

–2

0
10 2 3 4 5 6

x

y

–2 –1

(4, 8)

(3, 6)

(2, 4)
(1, 2)

(0, 0) (1, 1)
(2, 2)

(3, 3)
(4, 4)

Fig. 2.8. Graphs of linear equations—Continued
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 Kira: But look, the graph of the line for y = 2x  is steeper than the graph 
of the line for y = x.

 Teachers should then have students look at the graphs separately and 
draw triangles as shown in figure 2.9. Students should begin to gain an 
awareness that, although the triangles look different in the two graphs, all the 
triangles in one graph are similar to one another and all the triangles in the 
other graph are similar to one another; that is, their corresponding sides are 
proportional and their corresponding angles are congruent. This characteris-
tic not only justifies that the points in each graph all lie on a straight line but 
also can be used to describe the slant of each line.

 Teachers should then extend students’ experiences with graphs by intro-
ducing graphs with negative slope, that is, where k is negative, as shown in 
the continuation of the class discussion that follows.

 Teacher: So far, we’ve considered only situations that involve a constant 
increase. We also can create equations that model situations that involve a 
constant decrease. For example, suppose I want to represent a situation where 
the temperature is dropping 3 degrees every hour. I could write the equation 
y = –3x. In this equation, x represents the number of hours that have elapsed 

Fig. 2.9. Examples of how similar right triangles are formed by pairs of points on a line
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and y represents the total change in temperature over that amount of time. 
Let’s graph this equation.
 Bruce: I made a table of values and then used that table to find ordered 
pairs. Then I graphed the ordered pairs. The line in quadrant II stands for the 
time before I started recording the temperature. This is what my table and 
graph look like:

 Teacher: How is this line graph different from all the other lines you have 
made?
 Hillary: It still goes through the origin, but it goes down. All the other 
lines went up.
 Teacher: Usually we think of a graph as changing from left to right, or as 
the value of x is increasing. So when we look from left to right on this graph, 
this line is descending; all the other lines “went up,” or were ascending, as the 
value of x increased. That makes me want to look at the equation y = –3x and 
think about how it is different from the other equations.
 Jack: It has a negative number times x; all the other ones had a positive 
number times x.
 Teacher: Yes, all our equations have been in the form y = mx, so we can 
compare them. In this equation, the coefficient of x is a negative number,  
m = –3. Since m describes the slope, the slope of this line is negative. This 
seems to indicate that an equation with a negative slope is a descending line. 
The equations that we have seen with positive slopes all had ascending lines. 
Let’s look at more lines.
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 Teachers should then have students explore other relationships repre-
sented by an equation in the form y = kx, including equations in which k is 
negative, and analyze how the changes in the relationship represented by the 
equation affect the graph, as shown in figure 2.10. Through carefully crafted 
experiences, students should be able to start making generalizations about y = 
kx, such as the greater the absolute value of k, the steeper the line; when k is 
positive, the graph is a line that rises from left to right; when k is negative, the 
graph is a line that falls from left to right; and all equations in the form y = kx  
pass through the origin. 

Fig. 2.10. Comparing the graphs of different equations in the form y = kxFig. 2.10. Comparing the graphs of different equations in the form y = kx
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 After students have begun to gain the ability to generalize about the 
steepness and direction of the slant of the line given the equation, teachers 
can help students link their previous understanding of proportionality and 
slope to linear equations. Teachers should remind students that the equation 
y = x  represents a proportional relationship in the form y = kx in which the 
constant of proportionality, k, is 1. Students should be guided to make the 
transition from thinking of k as the constant of proportionality to thinking 
of it as the slope of the line represented by the equation. For example, in the 
equation y = x, k = 1, so the slope is 1. Classroom discussions such as the one 
that follows can help students accomplish this connection of what they un-
derstand about proportionality with their developing understanding of slope.

Teacher: We have compared equations and their corresponding graphs 
and have discovered that the steepness of the line is related to the constant k 
in the equation y = kx. If we kept the scale the same, we saw that the steeper 
the line, the greater the absolute value of k. When k was a number whose ab-
solute value was between 0 and 1, the line became more and more horizontal 
as the absolute value of k lessened. The “slant” or “tilt” of a line is also called 
its slope. Does anyone remember how slope is defi ned mathematically?

Charra: I think I remember that. It is a ratio, right? A ratio of the change 
in y to the change in x.

Teacher: Yes, Charra, that is the defi nition of the slope of a line. We can 
write slope as the ratio

change in -value
change in -value

y
x

.

And for any two points on a line, this ratio is a constant value. We can use 
this ratio to fi nd the slope of any line. Let’s look back at some of the graphs 
that we made, for example, the graph of the line for the equation y = x. To 
fi nd the slope, choose two points on the line, for example B at (4, 4) and C at 
(5, 5). Then write a ratio of the difference between the y-values to the differ-
ence between the x-values:

5 4
5 4

1
1

1
5 4−5 4
5 4−5 4

= == = .

The ratio is equal to 1, so the slope of the line is equal to 1. Notice that this 
relationship is true no matter which two points you choose on the line. For 
each pair of points, the ratio of the change in y-values to the change in corre-
sponding x-values is 1.

Timmy: That makes sense because those triangles are supposed to be 
similar, which means that their corresponding sides are proportional.

 Teachers can use diagrams like the one shown in fi gure 2.11 to help stu-
dents visualize and verify mathematically how slope indicates the constant 
rate of change in a line. Teachers should point out that the triangles that are 
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formed by the line and a segment that represents the change in y-values and a 
segment that represents the change in corresponding x-values are all similar; 
therefore any two points on a line can be used to calculate its slope.

Fig. 2.11. Diagram that shows slope as the ratio of the change in y-values to the change 
in corresponding x-values
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 Teachers should then have students revisit previous graphs to fi nd their 
slopes by fi nding the ratio of the change in y to the change in x for several 
pairs of points on the line, points not only with integral coordinates but also 
with coordinates involving fractions and decimals. Through these experienc-
es, students should be able to generalize that when a line is ascending, both 
the change in x and the change in y are positive, and so the slope is positive. 
However, when a graph is descending, either the change in x or the change 
in y is negative and the other change is positive, which results in a negative 
slope.
 At this point, students should have enough experiences with fi nding 
the slope of lines that represent equations that they can conclude that in the 
equation y = kx, k is the slope. Students are then ready to make the transition 
from using the symbols y = kx to using y = mx, where m represents the slope, 
thus integrating their understanding of proportionality and slope, that is, that 
the constant of proportionality (also called the scale factor) in a proportional 
relationship is the slope of the graph of that relationship. Throughout their 
work with linear equations and graphing, students should be reminded that 
the equation y = mx is the same equation they used to represent a propor-
tional relationship, just with the symbol m in place of the symbol k. Referring 
back to fi gure 2.11, students can see that in the graph of y = x or y = 1x, for 
every 1-unit change in y up, there is a 1-unit change in x to the right, so the 
slope is 1; in the graph of y = –2x, for every –2-unit change in y down, there 
is a 1-unit change in x to the right so, the slope is –2.
 During explorations of slope, teachers can guide students to an algebraic 
representation of the slope by helping them realize that given two points on 
the line (x1, y1) and (x2, y2), the slope is found by fi nding the ratio of the dif-
ference of the y-values, (y2 – y1), to the difference of the corresponding x-val-
ues, (x2 – x1). This ratio can be written as the fraction

( – )
( – )

.
y y( –y y( –
x x( –x x( –

2 1y y2 1y y( –y y( –2 1( –y y( –

2 1( –2 1( –x x2 1x x( –x x( –2 1( –x x( –

Teachers can explain that the change in y is also called the rise and the change 
in x is called the run, so

slopslops e= == == =m= =m= =
y y

x x

( –y y( –y y )
( –x x( –x x )

.2 1y y2 1y yy y( –y y2 1y y( –y y

2 1x x2 1x x( –2 1( –x x( –x x2 1x x( –x x
rise
run

The tables in fi gure 2.12 illustrate this relationship between the differences in 
the y-values compared to the differences in the x-values.



Focus in Grade 8: Teaching with Curriculum Focal Points

28

 During their exploration of graphing equations, students should also have 
experience graphing equations in which the slope is 0 or the slope is unde-
fined. Students’ explorations of the linear equations y = a  and x = b, where a 
and b are rational numbers, can help them understand these special cases of 
linear equations—equations that have only one variable—as shown in figure 
2.13.
 As students work through examples such as y = 1, y = –2, and y = 0 (the x-
axis) and x = 2, x = –5, and x = 0 (the y-axis), they can begin to see that every 
horizontal line has a slope of zero and an equation of the form y = b, where 
b is a constant, and that the equation for a vertical line is an equation of the 
form x = a, where a is a constant, and that slope is not defined for vertical 
lines.

y-intercept 

Through their work with graphing equations of the form y = mx, students 
gain an intuitive understanding of how the constant of proportionality, m, or 
the slope, affects the steepness of a line. Given the equation, they can deter-
mine how steep the line will be and whether it will be ascending, descend-
ing, vertical, or horizontal. Another important aspect that students need to 
consider when trying to visualize the line that represents a linear equation is 
where the line crosses the y-axis. The point at which the line crosses the y-
axis is called the y-intercept. Students learn that if they can identify the slope 

Fig. 2.12. Examples that show that if the input changes by a, then the output changes by  
ma, where m is the slope
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and the y-intercept, they have all the information necessary to visualize and, 
if they wish, draw the graph.
 In students’ initial explorations of linear equations and their graphs, 
they have considered equations in the form y = mx. As students mature in 
their understanding, they begin to explore equations in the form y = mx + b. 
Teachers can continue to build on students’ understanding of linear equations 
and their graphs, as shown in the following classroom discussion.

 Teacher: Remember that we used the equation y = x  to model the situa-
tion in which you read the same number of pages every day that your friend 

Fig. 2.13. Examples that illustrate when slope is 0 and when it is undefined
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reads. Now let’s change that situation a bit. Suppose you read one more page 
every day than your friend. If y is the number of pages you read and x is the 
number of pages your friend reads, what equation shows the relationship?
 Timmy: y = x + 1. So, if my friend reads nine pages, I read ten. If my 
friend reads fifteen pages, I read sixteen, and so on.
 Teacher: That equation does model the problem. Who can show us how 
to graph it?
 Maria: I can. My table of values and graph look like this:

 Teacher: We have been comparing many graphs. Let’s compare the graph 
of y = x + 1 with the graph of y = x. Tell me about some similarities and 
differences.

 Maria: The slopes are the same, but y = x  passes through the origin and  
y = x + 1 passes through the y-axis at (0, 1) and the x axis at (−1, 0).
 Teacher: Those are interesting observations, Maria. Let’s look at some 
other pairs of graphs.

 Teachers should then have students explore related pairs of equations 
and graphs, such as those shown in figure 2.14. Having students graph pairs 
of equations on the same coordinate plane can help them more easily iden-
tify similarities and differences. Teachers can have students verify the value of 
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the y-intercept by substituting 0 for x, because the x-coordinate of the y-in-
tercept is 0, and solving the equation for y. This is useful to help students see 
that, for example, the y-intercept of the graph of y = (1/3)x − 5 is −5.

Fig. 2.14. Comparing pairs of related graphs
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(Continued on next page)



Focus in Grade 8: Teaching with Curriculum Focal Points

32

 As students are guided to compare pairs of graphs such as the ones in fig-
ure 2.14, they might conjecture that in an equation in the form y = mx + b, b 
is the y-coordinate of the point at which the line crosses the y-axis. They may 
also realize that when the slope is the same and the value of b changes, the 
steepness of the corresponding line stays the same but the line moves up or 
down the y-axis. 

 After students have had many opportunities to graph equations of the 
form y = mx + b, teachers should explain that the slope-intercept form of a 
linear equation is y = mx + b, where m is the slope and b is the y-intercept. 
This is called the slope-intercept form and can be used to describe any non-
vertical linear relationship. (A vertical line is described by x = a, where a is a 
constant.) The slope, m, and the y-intercept, b, are the numbers that tell you 
the relationship between all of the x-y pairs that describe the points on the 
line, and if you change the slope or y-intercept, you change the relationship. 
The corresponding tables and graphs change as well.
 At this point, students can strengthen their understanding of the con-
nection between proportionality and linear equations, that is, that the pro-
portional relationship, y/x = k, or y = kx, is a special case of a linear equation 
in the form y = mx + b, where m = k and b = 0 and, since b, the y-intercept, is 
equal to 0, the corresponding lines cross the y-axis at (0, 0), the origin. Also, 

Fig. 2.14. Comparing pairs of related graphs—Continued
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Reflect As You Read
What is the ultimate goal of having students do activities in which they explore linear 
equations, slopes, and y-intercepts? What prior background do your students bring to 
this discussion that you can build on?
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students should realize that the equation y = x  can be written in the form y = 
mx + b as y = 1x + 0, where the slope is 1 and the y-intercept is 0.
 The ultimate goal of activities exploring linear equations, slopes, and y-
intercepts is to help students begin to gain the ability to visualize the graph of 
an equation—to gain a sense of how steep the line is, where it is in relation to 
the axes on the coordinate plane, and whether it rises or falls. After teachers 
have guided students through carefully crafted examples such as the ones pre-
viously described, students, when given y = 4x – 5 for example, should be able 
to articulate that the slope can be described by “over 1, up 4” or “up 4, over 1” 
and be able to create a mental picture of about how steep that is in relation 
to the scale used in the graph. In addition, students should realize that the 
graph of the line crosses the y-axis at −5 and be able to picture about where 
that is on the coordinate plane. Also, if students are given two lines, for ex-
ample one represented by y = 4x – 5 and one represented by y = 3x – 5, they 
should be able to visualize and explain in what ways these lines are the same 
and different, that is, that the line representing y = 4x – 5 is a little steep-
er than the line representing y = 3x – 5 and that they cross the y-axis at the 
same point, (0, −5).
 Once students have gained these understandings, they will have devel-
oped skills necessary to identify the slope and y-intercept by looking at an 
equation in slope-intercept form or at the graph of a line. They will also have 
the skills necessary to graph a line given an equation in slope-intercept form 
as well as write an equation in slope-intercept form given the graph of a line. 
Students should be prepared to complete activities such as those shown in 
figure 2.15.

Fig. 2.15. Problems showing relationships among y-intercept, slope, equations, and lines
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Problem 1:
What are the slope and y-intercept of the line related to the 
equation y = 3x – 4? Use the slope and y-intercept to graph the 
equation.

Solution:
y = 3x – 4: Because the constant ratio of change in y to change 
in x is that for every change of 1 in x, there is a change in y of 3 
(to the right 1, up 3), the slope is 3/1 = 3; and the y-intercept is 
−4, so the graph crosses the y-axis at (0, −4).

Graph:

Problem 2:
Look at the graph. What are the slope and y-intercept? Use the 
slope and y-intercept to write an equation in slope-intercept form that 
the graph represents.

Fig. 2.15. Problems showing relationships among y-intercept, slope, equations, and lines

(Continued on next page)
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Relations and functions 
Students’ study of linear equations is part of the study of the larger concept 
of functions, which stems from a discussion of relations. In grade 8, students 
learn that a relation is a set of ordered pairs and that a function is a relation in 
which each input (or x-value) has exactly one output (or y-value). Some rela-
tions are functions and some are not, and some relations can be described by 
a nice compact equation, and some cannot, as illustrated in figures 2.16, 2.17, 
and 2.18.

Fig. 2.15. Problems showing relationships among y-intercept, slope, equations, and lines—Continued

Because for every change of 5 in
Solution:

   there is a change in  of  (5 to the righx y −3 tt, 3 down), 

the slope is –  and the graph cr3
5

; oosses the -axis at (0, 1), so the -intercepty y   is 1.

 = –  and  = 1, so the equation in them b3
5

  form  is –y mx b y x= + = +3
5

1.

3

2

1

0

–1

–2

–3

–4

–5

–6

–7

–8

–2 –1 0 1 2 3

(1, –1)

(0, –4)

5

4

3

2

1

0

–1

–2

–6 –5 –4 –3 –2 –1 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

–3

–4

–5

–6

(0, 1)

(–5, 4)

(5, –2)

(10, –5)

Problem 1:
What are the slope and y-intercept of the line related to the 
equation y = 3x – 4? Use the slope and y-intercept to graph the 
equation.

Solution:
y = 3x – 4: Because the constant ratio of change in y to change 
in x is that for every change of 1 in x, there is a change in y of 3 
(to the right 1, up 3), the slope is 3/1 = 3; and the y-intercept is −
4, so the graph crosses the y-axis at (0, −4).

Graph:

Problem 2:
Look at the graph. What are the slope and y-intercept? Use the 
slope and y-intercept to write an equation in slope-intercept form that 
the graph represents.

Fig. 2.15. Problems showing relationships among y-intercept, slope, equations, and lines

Fig. 2.16. A relation that is not a function

Team members’ ages and heights

Input a
Age (years)

Output h
Height (inches)

14
14
15
14
13

66
64
68
65
60

This relation is not a function because
there is an input paired with more than
one output.

The input 14 has three different 
outputs.
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 The rule for the earnings function in figure 2.17 is p = 4h, and the or-
dered pairs (h, p) are (1, 4), (3, 12), and (5, 20). In this function the values of 
one variable depend on the values of the other variable. For example, it makes 
sense to say that p, the amount of pay, depends on h, the number of hours 
worked. So we say that h is the independent variable and p is the dependent 
variable. Because a dependent/independent relationship exists in many func-
tions, the first variable in the ordered pairs is often called independent, the 
second variable is called dependent, and the rule is stated as an equation in 
terms of the independent variable. When the function is graphed, convention 
dictates that we usually use the horizontal axis for the independent variable 
and the vertical axis for the dependent variable.
 In their study of functions, students learn that some functions are linear 
and some are not. If a function is linear, it can be represented by a linear equa-
tion and its graph is a line. If a function is nonlinear, any rule, or equation, that 
may be able to be written to represent the function is not a linear equation and 
the graph of the equation is not a line. For example, the area of a square can be 
represented as a function of the length of a side of the square (A = s 2), and this 
relationship results in a graph that is not a line, as shown in figure 2.19.

Fig. 2.17. A relation that is a function that can be described by  
a compact, symbolic rule

Fig. 2.18. A relation that is a function that cannot be described by  
a compact, symbolic rule 

Basketball team

Player’s 
last

name

Input x
Alphabetical

position

Ames
Beck
Evans
Graff
Johnson
Rios
Turner
Wells

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8

Output y
Jersey
number

10
31
25
12
13
14
33
22

This relation is a function 
because each input is paired 
with exactly one output.

There is no compact, symbolic 
rule for this function.

Earnings

Input h
Hours worked

Output p
Pay (dollars)

1
3
5

4
12
20

This relation is a function because 
each input is paired with exactly 
one output.

The input function can be described 
by the rule p = 4h.
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 Important properties of linear equations and linear functions are summa-
rized in figure 2.20.

Fig. 2.19. Unequal ratios of horizontal and vertical changes in a nonlinear function 

In a nonlinear functtion, equal
horizontal changes result in
unequal  vertical changes.

vertical change
horizontal chaange

3
1

5
1

≠

12

10

8

6

4

2

–2

–1 1 2 3 4 5 s

A

5

1
3

1

Area of a square

Nonlinear function
Rule: A = s2

Input s
Side length

(Units)

Output A
Area

(Square units)

1

2

3

1

4

9

Fig. 2.19. Unequal ratios of horizontal and vertical changes in a nonlinear function 

Fig. 2.20. Linear equations and linear functions
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nne 
with an undefined slope 
(no slope) and no 
y --intercept.
This equation does not 
represent a ffunction, 
because the input –3 has 
more than onne output.
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Fig. 2.20. Linear equations and linear functions
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Systems of linear equations
Students apply their understanding of linear equations as they begin to in-
vestigate systems of equations. In their work with equations, they learn that a 
system of linear equations in two variables is a set of two or more linear equa-
tions that contain one or both of those two variables. In grade 8, the focus of 
the work with systems of equations is for students to understand the meaning 
of  “a solution to the system.” At this level, students’ work will mostly involve 
numerical and graphical representations of solutions, although in later grades 
they will explore systems and their solutions algebraically. To begin this ex-
ploration, students’ work may be limited to systems of equations whose solu-
tions are ordered pairs of integers, to more easily locate the point of intersec-
tion, simplify computation, and focus on the meaning of “finding a solution 
to a system of linear equations.” Students’ exploration of systems of linear 
equations can be broadened to more complex situations if they are given the 
opportunity to use graphing technology in their explorations.
 As with students’ initial work with equations, students should begin ex-
ploring systems of equations in context. Understanding the meaning of the 
solution to a system of equations in the context of a problem is an essential 
component in students’ developing their competence with systems of lin-
ear equations. Teachers can help students begin to build this understanding 
through classroom discussions such as the following: 

 Teacher: Let’s think about this problem. 

Suppose you want to join an online music site. Site A charges $6.00 per 
month plus $1.25 for each song you download. Site B charges $2.00 for each 
song you download and has no monthly fee. How many songs would you 
have to download in one month to make the costs of the sites the same? 

 The work we have been doing with linear equations and graphing can 
help you solve this problem. First, we can write an equation to represent the 
cost of participating in site A for one month. Barb, how might we do that?
 Barb: Well, in site A, there is a $6 a month charge plus $1.25 charge for 
each song you download. So I would write the equation y = 1.25x + 6, where x 
is the number of songs you download and y is the total charge for one month.
 Teacher: That equation does represent the cost of songs for a month at 
site A. Now, can someone provide an equation for participating in site B for 
one month?
 Jeremy: Site B has no monthly fee, but the cost of downloading each song 
is higher; it is $2 for each song, so y = 2x, where x is the number of songs 
downloaded in a month and y is the total cost.
 Teacher: Let’s look at the question “How many songs would you have to 
download in one month to make the cost of both sites the same?” along with 
our equations: y = 1.25x + 6 and y = 2x. These equations have the same vari-
ables, x and y. We call equations with the same variables a system of equa-
tions. The question asks us how many songs you would have to download 
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in one month to make the cost of the sites the same. In both equations the 
number of songs is represented by x and the total cost is represented by y. 
One way to think about the problem is that we can write solutions to each 
equation as ordered pairs (x, y) and that the question asks us to fi nd the spe-
cifi c ordered pair (x, y) that is a solution to both equations. One way to fi nd 
this ordered pair is to graph the equations. Take a few minutes to sketch 
a graph of y = 1.25x + 6. [The teacher gives students time to work.] Who 
would like to share with us what they did?
 Gerry: I made a table of values that solved the equation and then used the 
ordered pairs to make the graph of the line that goes with the equation. My 
table and graph look like this:

 Teacher: That graph does represent the equation. Remember how we 
graphed equations on the same coordinate plane when we wanted to compare 
them? Let’s try that with these equations. Take a few minutes to graph the 
second equation on the same coordinate plane. [Pause.] Who can tell me how 
they graphed y = 2x  and what the graph looks like?
 Jeremy: I used the slope and the y-intercept to graph y = 2x. Since b = 0 in 
the equation, the graph passes through the origin. The slope is 2. I know that 
the slope is the change in y-values over the change in x-values. So if 

slope = 2 =
2
1

,
 

for every change of 1 in the x-values, there is a change of 2 in the y-values. I 
can use that to graph my line. I put a point at the origin. Then I counted to 
the right 1 and up 2 and put another point. From there I counted to the right 
1 and up 2. Then I did that a third time. Then I drew a line to connect the 
points. My graph looks like this:

y = 1.25x + 6

x 
0
4
8

12
 

y 
6

11
16
21

 

23
22
21
20
19
18
17
16
15
14
13
12
11
10
9
8
7
6
5
4
3
2
1
0

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 1112 13

(0, 6)

(4, 11)

(12, 21)

(8, 16)
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Teacher: Let’s compare these graphs. What do you notice?
John: I see that their slopes are different. That makes sense because the 

value of m in the equations is different; in y = 1.25x + 6, m = 1.25 and in y = 
2x, m = 2.
 Barb: I see that where they intersect the y-axis is different: y = 1.25x + 6 
intersects the y-axis at (0, 6), and y = 2x intersects at the origin. That makes 
sense because the b-value in y = 1.25x + 6 is 6 and in y = 2x  it is 0.
 Teacher: Is there anything else you notice about the lines?
 Gerry: I see that they intersect at a point—at point (8, 16).
 Teacher: Interesting observation, Gerry. How did you know that point 
was (8, 16)?
 Gerry: Because the coordinates of the point have to satisfy both equa-
tions, and

y x= +y x= +y x

= ( )+
= +
=

1 2= +1 2= +y x= +y x1 2y x= +y x5 6= +5 6= +y x= +y x5 6y x= +y x

16 1 25 8( )5 8( ) 6

16 10= +10= + 6
16 16

y x= +y x1 2y x= +y x.y x= +y x1 2y x= +y x

1 2.1 2

and 
y xy x=y x

= ( )
=

2y x2y x

16 2 8( )2 8( )
16 16.

We might have been sloppy when we drew the graph, so I made sure the 
numbers worked. 
 Chantelle: And when I used my graphing calculator to trace to the point 
where the graphs met, the coordinates said (8, 16).

23
24
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26
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1
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 Teacher: So we can justify that these are the coordinates of the point of 
intersection. What does (8, 16) mean in the context of the equation for  
site A?
 Gerry: It means that if you download eight songs, the total cost is $16. 
 Teacher: What does (8, 16) mean in the context of the equation for site B?
 Jeremy: It means the same thing! If you download eight songs, the total 
cost is $16. 
 Teacher: Remember we said that the question asks us to find the ordered 
pair (x, y) that is a solution to both equations. The point of intersection shows 
the point that makes both equations true, so that point is the solution to both 
equations. In this case, the graphs intersect at (8, 16), so (8, 16) is the solution 
to the system of linear equations. What does this solution mean in the con-
text of the problem?
 Beni: Well, the answer to the problem is eight songs, because if you 
download eight songs in one month at either place, it will cost you $16 for 
that month.

 Students should explore many problems in which they write and graph 
pairs of equations within contexts. They should learn that, in general, in a 
system of two linear equations, the point at which the graphs of those two 
equations intersect is the solution to the system of equations. Experiences 
should be carefully structured to include equations that represent parallel lines 
and equations that are equivalent, so that students can begin to understand 
the relationships between these types of pairs of equations. For example, two 
equations involving the same slope are representing either two lines that are 
parallel and do not intersect or are different equations representing the same 
line. Therefore, a system of linear equations consisting of equations involv-
ing the same slope either does not have a solution or has infinitely many solu-
tions. Students should understand how this makes sense in the context of the 
problem. For example, referring back to the song download problem, if site 
A charges $6.00 per month plus $1.25 for each song you download and site 
B charges $4.00 per month plus $1.25, the cost of downloading songs at site 
A will always be $2 more than the cost of downloading songs at site B, so the 
cost will never be the same. Students will see this reflected in the equations 
and graphs that represent the problems. The equations y = 1.25x + 6 and y = 
1.25x + 4 have the same slope and therefore result in parallel lines. Parallel 
lines do not intersect, so there is no solution. Graphing equivalent linear 
equations results in a graph of one line, so all points on the line are solutions 
to a system consisting of two equivalent equations. After many opportunities 
to explore a wide variety of purposefully crafted systems of two linear equa-
tions, students learn that these systems can have exactly one solution, no solu-
tion, or an infinite number of solutions, as illustrated in figure 2.21.
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Fig. 2.21. Different types of solution sets for a system of two linear equations 
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Fig. 2.21. Different types of solution sets for a system of two linear equations 
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Focusing on Linear Functions and 
Linear Equations through Problem 
Solving
Students’ understanding of linear functions and linear equations deep-
ens as they solve problems involving functional relationships that are linear. 
Students can use their skills to write equations and create graphs that help 
them model and solve these problems. Throughout students’ problem-solving 
experiences, teachers should be sure that students understand what the x- 
and y-values and slope of a line mean in the context of the problem. Students 
should also be reminded that although all the points on a line are solutions to 
the linear equation, they may not all make sense as solutions in the context of 
the problem. For example, suppose Matthew always plays his trumpet fi fteen 
minutes longer than he plays his clarinet. The equation t = c + 15 can be used 
to describe the time Matthew plays his trumpet. The point (−13, 2) on the 
line is related to the equation because

t c= +t c= +t c
( )+

15
2 1= −2 1= −( )2 1( )= −( )= −2 1= −( )= − 3 1( )3 1( )+3 1+ 5
2 2=2 2=

 However, it doesn’t make sense that Matthew would spend −13 minutes 
playing his clarinet, so the solution does not make sense in the context of the 
problem. In the case of this situation, only nonnegative solutions would make 
sense. In many real-life situations, like this one, only the solutions on the c 
axis and in the fi rst quadrant of the coordinate plane make sense.
 Teachers should give students a variety of problems in which they write 
and graph equations to fi nd solutions. One such problem is shown in fi gure 
2.22.

Fig. 2.22. Example that shows how to use a linear equation and a graph
to solve a problem

Problem:
To train for a bicycle race, you ride frrom your house to a park that has a loop trail.. It 

takes you 1 minute to ride to the park, 111  minutes to ride each lap of the trail, and 
2

11 
more minute to ride home. Let  represent thy ee total number of minutes it takes you to 
ride  to the park, ride  laps of the trail, and thx een ride back home. How many minutes will 
it takke to ride to the park, ride 6 laps, and then rride home? Explain how you can use an 
equation  and a graph to find the answer.

Solution:

You can write the equation  to y x= +3
2

2 rrepresent the relationship between total time 
aand number of laps. If you ride 6 laps, then x = 66, and you can solve for  to find the total 
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SSince  look for the point on the graph thax = 6, tt has an -coordinate of 6. The point
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Fig. 2.22. Example that shows how to use a linear equation and a graph
to solve a problem

(Continued on next page)
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 Teachers should be sure to include problems in which students can ex-
tend the line of the graph to find the solution to the problem, such as the one 
shown in figure 2.23. 

Fig. 2.23. Example of extending a graph to solve a problem

Problem:
To train for a bicycle race, you ride frrom your house to a park that has a loop trail.. It 

takes you 1 minute to ride to the park, 111  minutes to ride each lap of the trail, and 
2

11 
more minute to ride home. Let  represent thy ee total number of minutes it takes you to 
ride  to the park, ride  laps of the trail, and thx een ride back home. How many minutes will 
it takke to ride to the park, ride 6 laps, and then rride home? Explain how you can use an 
equation  and a graph to find the answer.

Solution:
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9
8
7
6
5
4
3
2
1
0

12
11
10

–1
–2

–1

–2

–3

–4

–50–1–2 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 1112

(6, 11)

(0, 0)

(2, 4)

y

xN
um

b
er

 o
f 

m
in

ut
es

Number of laps

Fig. 2.22. Example that shows how to use a linear equation and a graph
to solve a problem

Problem:
You are selling drinks at a school play to earn money for the drama club. The graph shows how the profit is related 
to the number of drinks you sell. How many drinks do you need to sell to earn a $30 profit? A $40 profit?

Solution: 
You can extend the graph to find the answers. The line crosses the point (65, 30) and (85, 40), so you need to sell 65 
drinks to make a profit of $30 and 85 drinks to make a profit of $40.
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Fig. 2.22. Example that shows how to use a linear equation and a graph 
to solve a problem—Continued
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 Notice that in the example in figure 2.23, fractional and negative val-
ues do have meaning. It is important that teachers include a wide variety of 
problems in which the slope is negative, as well as problems, such as the one 
in figure 2.23, in which fractional and negative values make sense. Teachers 
can extend students’ exploration of the problem in figure 2.23 by asking such 
questions as “What does the point (0, −5/2) represent in the context of the 
problem? Explain a situation in which this point could make sense.” (−5/2 is 
equal to a loss of $2.50. This solution means that if you sell no drinks, you 
will lose $2.50. This could happen if, for example, you spend $2.50 on ice and 
you can return all unsold drinks for a refund, then you will lose $2.50 if you 
sell no drinks.)
 Teachers should also include rich and varied problems in which students 
need to write systems of equations and graph the systems to find solutions. If 
students do not have access to graphing technology, the problems should be 
restricted to equations with integral solutions, as it is difficult to graph frac-
tional values precisely enough to read the coordinates from the graph. An ex-
ample of such a problem is shown in figure 2.24.

Fig. 2.24. Example of using a system of equations to solve a problem

Problem:
Students, parents, and teachers are on an eighth-grade field trip. Sixty of them 
go in a museum. The ticket prices are $2 per student and $4 per adult. The total 
cost for the tickets is $140. How many adults and how many students bought 
tickets?

Possible Solution: 
Step 1: Write equations to model the problem. Let x represent the number of 

student tickets bought and y represent the number of adult tickets 
bought.

• If the sum of x and y is 60, then x + y = 60. 

• If the student tickets are $2 each, then 2x represents the total cost of 
student tickets. If the adult tickets are $4 each, then 4y represents the 
total cost of adult tickets.

• If the total cost of all the tickets is $140, then the sum of the cost of the 
student tickets and the adult tickets is $140, or

  2x + 4y = 140.

• So the system of equations that models the problem is
 x + y = 60, and 2x + 4y = 140.

Step 2: Either write the equations in y-intercept form and find the slopes and 
y-intercepts, or find ordered pairs that satisfy the equations as they are 
written.

 
Step 3: Graph the equations on the same coordinate plane.

Step 4: Identify the solution. Explain the solution in the context of the problem.

 (50, 10); the solution (50, 10) represents that fifty of the sixty tickets 
bought are student tickets and ten are adult tickets.
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Fig. 2.24. Example of using a system of equations to solve a problem

(Continued on next page)
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 Problems like the one in figure 2.24 can be modified to provide opportu-
nities for deeper understanding of linear equations as models of certain types 
of situations. Teachers can adjust the numbers in the problem to highlight 
different information. For example, if the total number of tickets is changed 
to thirty-one, the ticket prices are $2 per student and $5 per adult, and the 
total cost is $80, students would write the following equations:

 x + y = 31
 2x + 5y = 80

and the solution would then be (25, 6).

Strengthening Understanding through 
Connections
In grade 8 students apply their developing understanding of functions as they 
encounter nonlinear functions, including inverse proportionality and basic 
quadratic and exponential functions; examine arithmetic sequences; and solve 
problems involving rates such as motion at a constant speed. Students learn 
that inverse proportionality (inverse variation) can be modeled by an equation 

Fig. 2.24. Example of using a system of equations to solve a problem—Continued

Problem:
Students, parents, and teachers are on an eighth-grade field trip. Sixty of them 
go in a museum. The ticket prices are $2 per student and $4 per adult. The total 
cost for the tickets is $140. How many adults and how many students bought 
tickets?

Possible Solution: 
Step 1: Write equations to model the problem. Let x represent the number of 

student tickets bought and y represent the number of adult tickets 
bought.

• If the sum of x and y is 60, then x + y = 60. 

• If the student tickets are $2 each, then 2x represents the total cost of 
student tickets. If the adult tickets are $4 each, then 4y represents the 
total cost of adult tickets.

• If the total cost of all the tickets is $140, then the sum of the cost of the 
student tickets and the adult tickets is $140, or

  2x + 4y = 140.

• So the system of equations that models the problem is
 x + y = 60, and 2x + 4y = 140.

Step 2: Either write the equations in y-intercept form and find the slopes and 
y-intercepts, or find ordered pairs that satisfy the equations as they are 
written.

 
Step 3: Graph the equations on the same coordinate plane.

Step 4: Identify the solution. Explain the solution in the context of the problem.

 (50, 10); the solution (50, 10) represents that fifty of the sixty tickets 
bought are student tickets and ten are adult tickets.

1
2

y = –     x + 35

80

70

60

50

40

30

20

10

–10

8070605040302010–10

(50, 10)

y

x

N
um

b
er

 o
f 

ad
ul

t 
ti

ck
et

s

Number of student tickets sold

y = –x + 60

Fig. 2.24. Example of using a system of equations to solve a problem



Focus in Grade 8: Teaching with Curriculum Focal Points

46

in any of the forms y = k/x, x = k/y, or xy = k, where x, y, and k ≠ 0 . Students 
gain the ability to contrast inversely proportional relationships with (directly) 
proportional relationships in the form y = kx, y/x = k, or k = y/x. One example 
of inverse proportionality that students might encounter involves the possible 
lengths and widths of a rectangle that has a given area, as shown in figure 2.25.

 Students also encounter basic quadratic and exponential functions in 
grade 8. For example, students might encounter the quadratic equation h = 
16t 2, which models the total distance traveled by a free-falling object over 
time, where h is the number of feet an object falls (neglecting air resistance) 
in t seconds. An exponential function, y = 20,000(0.85x), is a model for the 
value of a car that is purchased for $20,000 and decreases in value 15 percent 
per year, where y represents the value in dollars x years after the purchase. 
Through their work with linear and nonlinear functions, students learn to 
recognize that if the rate of change of a function is constant, then the func-
tion is a linear function whose graph is a line. However, if the rate of change 
is not constant, then the function is a nonlinear function whose graph is not 
a line. The rate of change in the nonlinear function y = 20,000(0.85x) is not 
constant. Students learn to recognize this nonconstant rate of change as re-
flected in the table of values for the equation as well as in the nonlinear graph 
that represents the equation, as shown in figure 2.26.
 Students also apply their understanding of linear functions as they deep-
en their understanding of arithmetic sequences, including those that arise 
from patterns and problem-solving situations. In grade 6, students learn to 
connect formulas with sequences. In grade 8, students extend this knowledge 
as they learn that some of these sequences can be represented as linear func-
tions. For example: If you start with twenty-five music CDs and you buy two 
new CDs at some time during each month, then the total number of CDs 
you have at the end of each month is given by the arithmetic sequence below.

month number         1,      2,     3,     4, …   (term number in the sequence)
number of CDs     27,   29,   31,   33, …   (term of the sequence)

Fig. 2.25. Example showing an inversely proportional relationship

or y
x

x
y

xy= = =48 48 48, , .

Possible lengths and widths of a rectangle that has an area of 48 square units:

length x  2 6 8 10 30

width y  24 8 6 4.8 1.6

This inversely proportional relationship can be modeled by the equations 

Fig. 2.25. Example showing an inversely proportional relationship



Focusing on Linear Functions and Linear Equations

47

This sequence can be represented by the linear function y = 2x + 25, where x 
is the month number and y is the number of CDs.
 Students also apply their work with linear equations as they solve prob-
lems involving rates. For example, if you are 400 miles from home and you 
travel toward home at a constant rate of 55 miles per hour, you can model the 
situation with the equation y = –55x + 400, where y represents your distance 
from home when x hours have elapsed.

Connections in later grades
In later grades students will expand their understanding of number systems. 
They will learn about different ways of representing numbers, will compute 
and make reasonable estimates within both the real number system and the 
complex number system, and will judge the reasonableness of their results. 
They will study relationships among number systems, learning that the set of 
real numbers is made up of rational numbers and irrational numbers, where-

Fig. 2.26. Nonconstant rate of change as reflected in a table of values and a graph
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as the set of complex numbers is made up of real numbers and imaginary 
numbers. 
 Students will study the meanings of operations and how they relate to 
one another. They will judge the effects of such operations as multiplication, 
division, and computing powers and roots on the magnitudes of quantities. 
They will find that some solutions to quadratic equations are complex num-
bers. For example, the solutions to x2 = –9 are the complex numbers 3i and 
–3i. Students will also study vectors and matrices as systems that have some 
of the properties of the real number system, using such operations as addition 
and multiplication.
 Students expand their ability to use deductive reasoning to prove math-
ematical statements. For example, to prove the statement that the sum of an 
even and an odd number is always an odd number, students learn to argue 
that an even number is a whole number that has a factor of 2, so any even 
number can be represented by 2m. An odd number is 1 more than an even 
number, so any odd number can be represented by 2n + 1, where m and n rep-
resent whole numbers. So 2m + (2n + 1) = (2m + 2n) + 1 = 2(m + n) + 1. Since 
2(m + n) is an even number and 2(m + n) + 1 is one more than an even num-
ber, 2(m + n) + 1 is an odd number, and the sum of an odd number and an 
even number is always an odd number.
 Students will continue their study of relations and functions and use 
functions to generalize more and more complex patterns. They will deepen 
their ability to analyze functions as they investigate rates of change, inter-
cepts, zeros, asymptotes, and the behavior of a function’s graph in key regions. 
Students will study properties of classes of functions, including exponential, 
polynomial, rational, logarithmic, and periodic functions. They will add, sub-
tract, multiply, divide, and compose functions and will find inverses of func-
tions. Students will work with expressions, equations, inequalities, relations, 
and systems of equations. They will use a variety of symbolic representations, 
including recursive and parametric equations, for functions and relations.

Developing Depth of Understanding
Why is it important to have students make connections among numerical 
(tabular), geometric (graphical), and algebraic representations of linear rela-
tionships? What activities can you give students to help them build a strong 
understanding of the characteristics of a linear relationship, for example, how 
do slope and the y-intercept of a line describe the relationship between the 
coordinates, x and y, of the points on the line?
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In grade 8, students learn how to analyze two- and three-dimensional space 
and fi gures by using distance and angle. Students learn how to analyze the 
angles created when parallel lines are cut by a transversal. They also learn the 
Pythagorean theorem and its converse and apply them to problem-solving 
situations. The eventual goal of this Focal Point is for students to use the 
knowledge they acquire about these concepts to solve problems involving dis-
tance and angle in two- and three-dimensional fi gures.

Instructional Progression for Analyzing 
Geometric Figures and Space by Using 
Distance and Angle
The focus on distance and angle in grade 8 is supported by a progression of 
related mathematical ideas before and after grade 8, as shown in table 3.1. 
To give perspective to the grade 8 work, we fi rst discuss some of the impor-
tant ideas that students focus on before grade 8 that prepare them for learn-
ing how to analyze geometric fi gures and space by using distance and angle in 
grade 8. At the end of the detailed discussion of this grade 8 Focal Point, we 
present examples of how students will analyze geometric fi gures and space in 
later grades. For more detailed discussions of the “before” parts of the instruc-
tional progression, please see the appropriate grade-level books, for example, 
Focus in Grade 6 (NCTM 2010) and Focus in Grade 7 (NCTM 2010).

Table 3.1 represents an instructional progression for the conceptual un-
derstanding of analyzing geometric fi gures and space before grade 8, during 
grade 8, and after grade 8.

Early Foundations for Analyzing 
Geometric Figures and Space by 
Using Distance and Angle 
Before grade 8 students develop an understanding of similarity as a geometric 
property in which relationships among lengths within an object are preserved 
and corresponding lengths of similar objects are proportional. They use this 
understanding to fi nd lengths in similar fi gures, fi nd distances on maps, and 
solve other problems involving similarity, as shown in fi gure 3.1.

Focusing on Analyzing Geometric Figures 
and Space by Using Distance and Angle

3
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 Students also learn that in all circles, the circumference is proportional 
to the diameter and that the constant ratio of circumference to diameter is π 
(pi). This fact is represented in the circumference formula, that is,

C
d

C d

C d

=

× =C d× =C d

C d=C d

π

C dπC d

C dπC d

1
C d1C dC d× =C d1C d× =C d

.

Table 3.1
Grade 8: Focusing on Analyzing Geometric Figures and Space by Using Distance and Angle—Instructional 
Progression for Analyzing Geometric Figures and Space by Using Distance and Angle

Before Grade 8 Grade 8 After Grade 8

Students develop an understanding of 
similarity as a geometric relationship in 
which relationships of lengths within 
an object are preserved and use scale 
factors to solve problems, for example, 
fi nding lengths in similar fi gures, dis-
tances on maps, and so on.

Students use proportionality to under-
stand pi and its use in determining 
circumference and area of a circle 
(introduce formulas).

Students fi nd the surface areas of 
prisms and cylinders by decomposing 
the three-dimensional fi gure into its 
two-dimensional components. 

Students derive and justify the formula 
for volume of prisms and cylinders (vol-
ume = area of base × height) by decom-
posing the three-dimensional fi gure 
into smaller component fi gures. 

Students understand and are able to 
describe the relationship between the 
scale factor and the areas and volumes 
of similar fi gures. 

Students solve a variety of problems in-
volving area, surface area, circumference 
of circles, and volume of prisms and 
cylinders using various strategies.

Students create and critique inductive 
and deductive arguments concerning 
situations involving the angles formed 
when two parallel lines are cut by a 
transversal.

Students understand the relationships 
among the angles, side lengths, pe-
rimeters, areas, and volumes of similar 
objects and use these relationships to 
solve problems.

Students develop an understanding of 
the Pythagorean theorem (that is, giv-
en a right triangle, then the lengths of 
the sides have a specifi c relationship) 
and its converse (that is, given the spe-
cifi c relationship between the lengths 
of the sides of a triangle, then the tri-
angle must be a right triangle.)

Students apply the Pythagorean theo-
rem and its converse to solve problems.

Students analyze characteristics and 
properties of two- and three-dimen-
sional geometric fi gures and develop 
mathematical arguments about geo-
metric relationships.

Students specify locations and de-
scribe spatial relationships using coor-
dinate geometry and other represen-
tational systems.

Students apply transformations and 
use symmetry to analyze mathemati-
cal situations.

Students use visualization, spatial rea-
soning, and geometric modeling to 
solve problems.

Students understand measurable at-
tributes of objects and the units, sys-
tems, and processes of measurement.

Students apply appropriate tech-
niques, tools, and formulas to deter-
mine measurements.
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Students also see an explanation that establishes credibility for the area for-
mula, and they find the diameter, radius, circumference, and area of circles.
 In grade 7, students find the surface areas of prisms and cylinders by de-
composing three-dimensional figures into their two-dimensional compo-
nents. They also derive and justify the formula for the volume of prisms and 
cylinders (volume = area of base × height) by decomposing the three-dimen-
sional figure into smaller component figures. Students understand and are 
able to describe the relationship between the scale factor and the areas and 
volumes of similar figures. Students use their understanding of these relevant 
relationships and formulas along with various strategies to solve a variety of 
problems involving circumference and area of circles and surface area and 
volume of prisms and cylinders.

Fig. 3.1. Example showing how to use similarity to solve problems
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Focusing on Analyzing Geometric 
Figures and Space by Using Distance 
and Angle
In grade 8, students use distance and angle to analyze geometric figures and 
space by developing understandings in three categories: angle relationships 
formed when parallel lines are cut by a transversal, the Pythagorean theorem, 
and the relationships that result from similarity. As students work toward at-
taining these understandings, they use both inductive and deductive reason-
ing to discover the properties related to distance and angle that are necessary 
to analyze geometric figures and space.
 When teaching geometry in grade 8, it is important to note the existence of 
Euclidean geometry resulting from a certain set of assumptions, or axioms, and 
which most of us are familiar with, and non-Euclidean geometries that are re-
sults of different sets of assumptions. A basic axiom, or postulate, of Euclidean 
geometry is the parallel postulate that states, “Given a line and a point not on 
that line, there is exactly one line through the point that is parallel to the line.” 
Two non-Euclidean geometries are hyperbolic geometry and elliptic geometry, 
each of which has a different parallel postulate from the one in Euclidean ge-
ometry and from each other. In hyperbolic geometry there are at least two lines 
through the point that are parallel to the given line; in elliptic geometry there 
are no lines through the point that are parallel to the given line. Most, and in 
many cases all, of the work that students do in geometry is Euclidean geometry 
until they reach college-level geometry. The concepts in this Focal Point re-
garding geometric figures and space are concepts of Euclidean geometry. If stu-
dents were to study corresponding concepts in a non-Euclidean geometry, they 
would learn some different relationships and results. 

Inductive and deductive reasoning
Inductive reasoning is a process of observing a pattern of events or examples 
and then, on the basis of the pattern, making a conjecture, or unproved con-
clusion. The conjecture may or may not be true. Inductive reasoning proceeds 
from the particular to the general. Some examples appear in figure 3.2.
 Deductive reasoning is a process of reasoning logically from given facts, 
using previously established facts and relationships, to reach a conclusion. If 
the given facts are true and the logic is applied correctly, then the conclusion 
is true. Deductive reasoning is used in mathematics to prove that a statement 
is true. This statement is often a conjecture that was created with inductive 
reasoning. An example of deductive reasoning is shown in figure 3.3.
 Once a statement is proved true with deductive reasoning, it is called a 
theorem and can be applied to specific cases; in that way, deductive reasoning 
can be used to proceed from the general to the particular. For example, after 
proving that the sum of any two even numbers is even, one can conclude that 
the sum of 513,256 and 14,808 is an even number without actually doing the 
calculation.
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Using inductive and deductive reasoning in geometry
Students can use inductive as well as deductive reasoning to explore geomet-
ric relationships regarding angle and distance. For example, students can cut 
apart a triangle, place its angles together, and observe that the angles create a 
straight line and so have a sum of 180 degrees. If they complete this activity 
for many different triangles and observe the same result, they can use induc-
tive reasoning to conjecture that the sum of the angles in all triangles is 180 
degrees. Also, students can use deductive reasoning in several different ways 
to prove that the sum of the angles in all triangles is 180 degrees, a statement 
that can then be used as a theorem. This deductive reasoning involves logi-
cal arguments that use definitions, axioms, or existing theorems. An axiom, or 
postulate, in mathematics is a statement that is accepted as true without proof.

• Hector sees that the price of a stock increases every month for 10 
consecutive months and makes the conjecture that the price will 
increase in the 11th month.

• Arlo looks at the sequence 3, 5, 8, 12, 17, …. He observes the 
pattern of the difference between adjacent numbers being 1 more 
each time and then makes the conjecture that the next number in 
the sequence is 23.

• Jill examines sums of even numbers, such as 2 + 4 = 6, 4 + 10 = 14, 
and 18 + 24 = 42, and then makes the conjecture that the sum of 
any two even numbers is even. 

Fig. 3.2. Examples of inductive reasoning

Fig. 3.3. Example of deductive reasoning to prove a statement

Statement: The sum of any two even numbers is even.

Deductive reasoning to prove the statement:

An even number is a whole number that is divisible by 2, so any even 
number can be represented by 2n, where n is a whole number.

Let 2a and 2b represent any two even numbers, where a and b are 
whole numbers.

By the distributive property, 2a + 2b = 2(a + b).

Because whole numbers are closed with respect to addition, a + b  is a 
whole number.

2(a + b)  is even because it is a whole number that is divisible by 2.

Therefore, the sum of any two even numbers is even.
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 Much of the work that students do in mathematics in kindergarten 
through grade 8 involves inductive reasoning. Younger students are more able 
to observe relationships and properties and make conjectures than to use logi-
cal reasoning to prove the conjectures. As students advance in mathematics, 
however, the ability to use deductive reasoning becomes increasingly impor-
tant. Even in advanced mathematics, though, inductive reasoning still plays 
an important role. Through inductive reasoning, mathematicians may observe 
relationships and properties that lead to conjectures that can then be proved 
or disproved using deductive reasoning.

Angle relationships in intersecting lines
In previous grades students have learned how to measure and classify angles. 
They have also learned about complementary angles (i.e., angles with mea-
sures whose sum is 90 degrees) and supplementary angles (i.e., angles with 
measures whose sum is 180 degrees) as well as perpendicular and parallel 
lines. In grade 8 students extend their understanding of angles and their re-
lationships as they learn about vertical angles and their congruence. Students 
can be guided to use inductive and deductive reasoning as they explore verti-
cal angles, as shown in fi gure 3.4. Students could also use geometry explora-
tion software as a tool in this activity.

Fig. 3.4. Using inductive reasoning to make a conjecture and deductive reasoning to prove 
that vertical angles are congruent

Vertical angles are a pair of nonadjacent angles formed by the 
intersection of two lines. Angles 1 and 3 are vertical angles. 
Angles 2 and 4 are vertical angles.

Inductive Reasoning:
1.  Cut out angles 3 and 4 along with their interiors and reposition 
 them to fit onto angles 1 and 2 and their interiors to see that
 vertical angles are congruent.

2. Repeat for many vertical angles of different sizes. Recognize that in all the examples, 
 vertical angles are congruent.
 
3. Conjecture that all pairs of vertical angles are congruent.

Deductive Reasoning:

1. The sum of the measure of angle 1 and that of angle 2 
is 180° because angle 1 and angle 2 are supplementary angles.

2. The sum of the measure of angle 3 and that of angle 2 is 
180° because angle 3 and angle 2 are supplementary angles.

3. Both sums are equal to 180°.

4. So, because you can subtract the measure of angle 2 from both 
sides, the measure of angle 1 and the measure of angle 3 are 
equal to each other.

5. Angle 1 and angle 3 represent any pair of vertical angles, 
so we have proved that all pairs of vertical angles are congruent.

m∠1 + m∠2 = 180º →

m∠1 + m∠2 = 180º →

m∠1 + m∠2 = m∠3 + m∠2 →

So, m∠1 = m∠3 →

(Continued on next page)



Focusing on Analyzing Geometric Figures and Space by Using Distance and Angle

55

 Notice that in the deductive reasoning example, students draw on previ-
ous knowledge of equations, supplementary angles, and the subtraction prop-
erty of equality. They connect these ideas to create a logical argument that 
proves that vertical angles are congruent. Thus, students use prior knowledge 
in a new way to investigate and understand a new concept.
 In grade 8, students use prior knowledge to explore another new con-
cept—the angle relationships formed by the angles created when parallel lines 
are cut by a transversal. In initial experiences with the transversal diagram, 
teachers should point out that a transversal  is a line that crosses two other 
lines. Different transversal diagrams are shown in fi gure 3.5.

 As is illustrated in fi gure 3.5, a transversal can cross any pair of lines in 
the same plane; the lines need not be parallel. However, in the transversal 
diagram involving parallel lines, several interesting angle relationships exist. 
Before teachers can help students inductively conjecture about and then de-
ductively prove the angle relationships that are formed in a transversal dia-
gram involving parallel lines, students need to understand the vocabulary as-
sociated with the angles in a transversal diagram, as shown in fi gure 3.6.
Notice that this vocabulary is the same even if the lines are not parallel.

Fig. 3.4. Using inductive reasoning to make a conjecture and deductive reasoning to prove 
that vertical angles are congruent—Continued

Vertical angles are a pair of nonadjacent angles formed by the 
intersection of two lines. Angles 1 and 3 are vertical angles. 
Angles 2 and 4 are vertical angles.

Inductive Reasoning:
1.  Cut out angles 3 and 4 along with their interiors and reposition 
 them to fit onto angles 1 and 2 and their interiors to see that
 vertical angles are congruent.

2. Repeat for many vertical angles of different sizes. Recognize that in all the examples, 
 vertical angles are congruent.
 
3. Conjecture that all pairs of vertical angles are congruent.

Deductive Reasoning:

1. The sum of the measure of angle 1 and that of angle 2 
is 180° because angle 1 and angle 2 are supplementary angles.

2. The sum of the measure of angle 3 and that of angle 2 is 
180° because angle 3 and angle 2 are supplementary angles.

3. Both sums are equal to 180°.

4. So, because you can subtract the measure of angle 2 from both 
sides, the measure of angle 1 and the measure of angle 3 are 
equal to each other.

5. Angle 1 and angle 3 represent any pair of vertical angles, 
so we have proved that all pairs of vertical angles are congruent.

m∠1 + m∠2 = 180º →

m∠1 + m∠2 = 180º →

m∠1 + m∠2 = m∠3 + m∠2 →

So, m∠1 = m∠3 →

Fig. 3.5. Transversal diagrams
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 Once students have a working knowledge of the names of the angles in 
the transversal diagram, they can begin exploring the angle relationships that 
are created when a transversal cuts two parallel lines, as shown in the class-
room discussion that follows about the following transversal diagram:

← These pairs of angles are adjacent angles. 
Adjacent angles are angles that share a common  
vertex and a common side, are in the same plane,  
and whose interiors do not overlap.

← These angles are exterior angles. Exterior an-
gles are on the outside of the pair of lines cut by the 
transversal.

← These angles are interior angles. Interior angles  
are on the inside of the pair of lines cut by the 
transversal.

← These pairs of angles are alternate exterior angles. 
Alternate exterior angles are exterior angles on  
opposite sides of the transversal.

← These pairs of angles are alternate interior angles. 
Alternate interior angles are interior angles on  
opposite sides of the transversal.

← These pairs of angles are same-side exterior  
angles. Same-side exterior angles are exterior  
angles on the same side of the transversal.

← These pairs of angles are same-side interior  
angles. Same-side interior angles are interior  
angles on the same side of the transversal.

← These pairs of angles are corresponding angles. 
Corresponding angles are in corresponding  
positions relative to the two lines and transversal.

∠5 and ∠6
∠6 and  ∠8
∠8 and ∠7
∠7 and ∠5

∠2 and ∠7

∠4 and ∠5

∠2 and ∠8

∠4 and ∠6

∠2 and ∠6
∠4 and ∠8

∠1 and ∠2
∠2 and ∠4
∠4 and ∠3
∠3 and ∠1

∠1, ∠2, ∠7, and ∠8

∠3, ∠4, ∠5, and ∠6

∠1 and ∠8

∠3 and ∠6

∠1 and ∠7

∠3 and ∠5

∠1 and ∠5
∠3 and ∠7

Lines a and b are cut by transversal t.
1 2

3 4

5 6

7 8

a

b

t

Fig. 3.6. Vocabulary associated with the angles created in a transversal diagram
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 Teacher: On a sheet of notebook paper, sketch this transversal diagram. 
We are going to assume that lines a and b are parallel, so you might want to 
try to make them look that way as much as you can. Then use a protractor to 
measure all the angles to the nearest degree and label the angles with their 
measurements.

 Teachers should note that in students’ diagrams, the measures of angles 1, 
4, 5, and 8 should all be approximately equal; the measures of angles 2, 3, 6, 
and 7 should all be approximately equal; and the sum of the measures of an-
gles 1 and 2 should be approximately 180 degrees. There are various reasons 
why students might not get angle measures that satisfy these requirements. 
Teachers might need to help students obtain satisfactory measures by redraw-
ing the lines to be sure they are closer to being parallel or by remeasuring the 
angles. Students can also do this type of activity on a computer or graphing 
calculator with geometry exploration software. 

 Teacher: Who would like to share their measurements?
 Bjorn: I would. My measures of angles 1, 4, 5, and 8 in my diagram were 
all around 60 degrees. Some looked like 58 degrees or 59 degrees; some 
looked like 62 or 63 degrees. My measures of angles 2, 3, 6, and 7 were all 
close to 120 degrees. 
 Teacher: How about the rest of you? [The teacher gives the students time 
to discuss their results.] So, it seems like, even though we can’t make exact 
measurements, we all seem to agree on about 60 degrees and 120 degrees for 
the measurements of the two angles. I drew the picture trying to make angle 
1 measure 60 degrees, and then the others just ended up as they are because 
of the measure of angle 1. So, Bjorn, how did you label your diagram?
 Bjorn: My diagram looks like this:

1 2

3 4

5 6

7 8

a

b

t
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 Teacher: What is the sum of the measures of adjacent angles 1 and 2 in 
Bjorn’s diagram? Why does that make sense?
 Cat: 60 + 120 = 180, so the sum of the measures of angles 1 and 2 is 180 
degrees. That makes sense because angles 1 and 2 form a straight angle and 
the measure of a straight angle is 180 degrees.
 Teacher: That is a good observation, Cat. Let’s look at other pairs of an-
gles. What relationships do you see?

 At this point, students should look at Bjorn’s diagram and notice the 
following angle relationships that exist when two parallel lines are cut by a 
transversal:

•	 alternate interior angles are congruent; 

•	 alternate exterior angles are congruent;

•	 corresponding angles are congruent;

•	 same-side interior angles are supplementary;

•	 same-side exterior angles are supplementary.

Then teachers should have students look at their own diagrams and the dia-
grams of the others in the class. They should find that in all cases, regardless 
of the measurements of the angles, these same relationships exist. Through 
inductive reasoning, then, students can conjecture that these relationships are 
true for all transversal diagrams that involve parallel lines.
 After students have used inductive reasoning to make conjectures about 
these angle relationships, they can use information about Euclidean geometry 
to prove that these relationships are true for all transversal diagrams involving 
parallel lines. With regard to the transversal diagram involving parallel lines, 
students need to know an accepted truth, or axiom, in Euclidean geometry 
that is called the corresponding angles axiom: “If two parallel lines are cut by 
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a transversal, then corresponding angles are congruent.” This statement is es-
sentially equivalent to the Euclidean parallel postulate that was mentioned 
before as a distinguishing characteristic between Euclidean and non-Euclid-
ean geometries. On this axiom, or accepted truth, in Euclidean geometry, de-
ductive arguments that prove the other angle relationships can be built.
 Classroom discussions, such as the one that follows, can help students be-
gin to understand the deductive reasoning involved in proving the angle rela-
tionships in a diagram in which parallel lines are cut by a transversal. Again, 
teachers would use a diagram like the one shown, where line a is parallel to 
line b.

 Teacher: We used inductive reasoning to conjecture about the relation-
ships in this transversal diagram. Let’s learn how to use deductive reasoning 
to prove these relationships. If we assume that the axiom “If two parallel lines 
are cut by a transversal, then corresponding angles are congruent” is true, 
which angles are congruent?
 Marrah: Angles 1 and 5; 2 and 6; 3 and 7; and 4 and 8.
 Teacher: Those are the corresponding angles. Now let’s choose alternate 
interior angles. What do we think is true about the relationship between al-
ternate interior angles?
 Bob: They are congruent.
 Teacher: Okay. Let’s now try to prove that alternate interior angles 
formed by parallel lines cut by a transversal are congruent. We can use any 
pair of alternate interior angles in the diagram, so let’s use angles 3 and 6. A 
deductive argument is a series of statements connected with logical reason-
ing. To prove that angle 3 is congruent to angle 6, we need to start with angle 
relationships that we already know. Let’s start with angles 2 and 3. What do 
you know about angles 2 and 3?
 Marrah: They are vertical angles, and we proved that vertical angles are 
congruent, so angle 2 is congruent to angle 3.
 Teacher: Now let’s move to angles 2 and 6. What do you know about 
these angles?
 Bob: They are congruent because they are corresponding angles.
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 Teacher: You have just proved that angle 3 and angle 6 are congruent. Can 
anyone explain why?
 Shakira: I see it! If both angle 3 and angle 6 are congruent to angle 2, 
then they must be congruent to each other.
 Teacher: That makes sense, Shakira. You can write that deductive reason-
ing more formally like this:
 ∠2 ≅ ∠3 because they are vertical angles.
 ∠2 ≅ ∠6  because they are corresponding angles.
 If∠2 ≅ ∠3 and ∠2 ≅ ∠6, then ∠3 ≅ ∠6.
 Teacher: We have now proved that if lines a and b are parallel, then the 
alternate interior angles formed by the transversal are congruent. So we can 
now state the following theorem, knowing we have proved it to be true: 
Alternate interior angles theorem: “If two parallel lines are cut by a transver-
sal, then alternate interior angles are congruent.”

 Teachers can continue these types of discussions to help students prove 
the other angle relationship theorems. Note that once a theorem is proved, 
that theorem can be applied to specific situations and used in a logical argu-
ment that proves another theorem. These theorems and deductive arguments 
that can be used to prove them are shown in figure 3.7.

Fig. 3.7. Proving angle relationships when parallel lines are cut by a transversal
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Given parallel lines a and b and transversal t:

Alternate exterior angles theorem: If two parallel lines are cut by a transversal, then alternate 
exterior angles are congruent.

∠1 ≅ ∠4 because they are vertical angles.
∠8 ≅ ∠4 because they are corresponding angles.
If ∠1 ≅ ∠4 and ∠8 ≅ ∠4, then ∠1 ≅ ∠8 because they are both congruent to ∠4.
Also, ∠2 ≅ ∠7 because they are alternate exterior angles.

Same-side interior angles theorem: If two parallel lines are cut by a transversal, then 
same-side interior angles are supplementary.

m∠3 = m∠7 because corresponding angles are congruent.
m∠5 + m∠7 = 180° because angles 5 and 7 form a straight angle.
m∠5 + m∠3 = 180° because angles 3 and 7 are congruent, so you can substitute m∠3 for 
m∠7.

So angles 5 and 3 are supplementary because the sum of their measures is 180°.
Also, angles 5 and 3 are supplementary because they are same-side interior angles.

Same-side exterior angles theorem: If two parallel lines are cut by a transversal, then 
same-side exterior angles are supplementary.

m∠1 = m∠5 because corresponding angles are congruent.
m∠5 + m∠7 = 180° because angles 5 and 7 form a straight angle.
m∠1 + m∠7 = 180°  because angles 1 and 5 are congruent, so you can substitute m∠1 for 
m∠5.

So, angles 1 and 7 are supplementary because the sum of their measures is 180°.
Also, angles 2 and 8 are supplementary because they are same-side exterior angles.

(Continued on next page)
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The sum of the measures of the angles of a triangle 
Previously students have worked with triangles and examined the properties 
of triangles. In grade 8, they learn to use their inductive and deductive rea-
soning skills to conjecture, and then prove, that the sum of the measures of 
the angles of a triangle equals 180 degrees. The following classroom discus-
sion illustrates how students can engage in this reasoning.

 Teacher: You have explored properties of triangles in earlier grades. Now 
let’s see if we can discover some properties of the angles in a triangle. Draw 
a triangle on paper. Then rip the paper into three pieces so that there is one 
vertex of the triangle on each piece. Place the vertices together so that the 
sides touch. What do you notice?

 Mia: The angles form a straight angle.
 Teacher: That is a good observation, Mia. We know that the measure of a 
straight angle is 180 degrees, so the sum of the measures of the angles in this 
triangle seem to be 180 degrees. How can we continue to use inductive rea-
soning so that we can make a conjecture?

Fig. 3.7. Proving angle relationships when parallel lines are cut by a transversal—Continued
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Given parallel lines a and b and transversal t:

Alternate exterior angles theorem: If two parallel lines are cut by a transversal, then alternate 
exterior angles are congruent.

∠1 ≅ ∠4 because they are vertical angles.
∠8 ≅ ∠4 because they are corresponding angles.
If ∠1 ≅ ∠4 and ∠8 ≅ ∠4, then ∠1 ≅ ∠8 because they are both congruent to ∠4.
Also, ∠2 ≅ ∠7 because they are alternate exterior angles.

Same-side interior angles theorem: If two parallel lines are cut by a transversal, then 
same-side interior angles are supplementary.

m∠3 = m∠7 because corresponding angles are congruent.
m∠5 + m∠7 = 180° because angles 5 and 7 form a straight angle.
m∠5 + m∠3 = 180° because angles 3 and 7 are congruent, so you can substitute m∠3 for 
m∠7.

So angles 5 and 3 are supplementary because the sum of their measures is 180°.
Also, angles 5 and 3 are supplementary because they are same-side interior angles.

Same-side exterior angles theorem: If two parallel lines are cut by a transversal, then 
same-side exterior angles are supplementary.

m∠1 = m∠5 because corresponding angles are congruent.
m∠5 + m∠7 = 180° because angles 5 and 7 form a straight angle.
m∠1 + m∠7 = 180°  because angles 1 and 5 are congruent, so you can substitute m∠1 for 
m∠5.

So, angles 1 and 7 are supplementary because the sum of their measures is 180°.
Also, angles 2 and 8 are supplementary because they are same-side exterior angles.
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 Todd: We do this same activity with many different triangles of all differ-
ent sizes and see if it seems true for all the triangles we try. If it does, than we 
can conjecture that the sum of the angles in any triangle is 180 degrees.
 Teacher: That is a good idea. One way to do that is to look at every tri-
angle drawn in the class. [The teacher gives students some time to look at 
one another’s examples.] Notice that the triangles were different shapes and 
sizes, and yet the conjecture appears true for all of them. So let’s conjecture 
that the sum of the angles in any triangle is 180 degrees. But we really don’t 
know if this statement is true or not. Let’s see if we can use the definitions 
and properties we already know are true to create a logical argument that will 
prove this statement. You already know about some angle relationships that 
are formed when parallel lines are cut by a transversal. When you are using 
deductive reasoning to prove a conjecture, always start with what you know. 
Let’s alter our diagram so that the triangle becomes part of a transversal dia-
gram. In this diagram, a and b are parallel and t1 and t2 are transversals. The 
triangle is marked by the angles 1, 2, and 3.

 Teacher: Remember that we want to prove that m∠1 + m∠2 + m∠3 = 
180º. Let’s start with angle 3, angle 4 and angle 5. Who can explain what we 
know about the sum of the measures of angles 4, 3, and 5? 
 Students: 180 degrees; they form a straight angle.
 Teacher: So, we have something that has a sum of 180 degrees. But it 
doesn’t involve all of the angles that we want in our sum, just angle 3. How 
might we get angle 1 involved? Does it have any relationship to angle 4 or 5? 
 Student: Yes; angle 1 and angle 4 are alternate interior angles, so they are 
congruent. 
 Teacher: Yes, we know they are congruent because we made lines a and b 
parallel. So, we could replace angle 4 in the sum of 180 degrees with angle 1.
 Several students at the same time: And we could do the same thing with 
angles 2 and 5 for the same reasons. 
 Teacher: So we can substitute angle 1 for angle 4, and angle 2 for angle 5, 
and say that the sum of the measures of angle 1, angle 3, and angle 2 is 180 
degrees.
 Todd: I see it. I think it is easier to understand if I write it this way:

•	 m∠4 + m∠3 + m∠5 = 180º because they make a straight angle.

11 2
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2

34 5
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•	 m∠1 = m∠4 because they are alternate interior angles formed by par-
allel lines and a transversal.

•	 m∠2 = m∠5 because they are alternate interior angles formed by par-
allel lines and a transversal.

•	 So m∠1 + m∠3 + m∠2 = 180º because you can substitute m∠1 for 
m∠4 and m∠2 for m∠5.

 Teacher: That’s logical, Todd. And, it was important for you to include 
that the alternate interior angles were congruent because they were formed 
by parallel lines. We have proved that the sum of the measures of the angles 
of any triangle is 180 degrees, and we can now call that statement a theorem: 
the triangle angle-sum theorem.

 After students have proved the triangle angle-sum theorem, they can ap-
ply the theorem to find unknown measures of angles, as shown in figure 3.8. 
In problems such as these, students use their deductive reasoning and apply it 
to a specific, or particular, situation.

Similar triangles
In grade 7, students learn that similar figures are figures that have the same 
shape but not necessarily the same size. They learn that two polygons are 
similar if corresponding angles are congruent and corresponding side lengths 
are proportional, as illustrated in figure 3.9.
 The definition of similar polygons, which applies to triangles, quadrilat-
erals, pentagons, and all other polygons, includes conditions concerning all 
sides and all angles of the polygons. But for triangles, not all the conditions 
need to be known to conclude similarity. One set of information that is suf-
ficient for concluding that two triangles are similar is to know that all three 
pairs of corresponding angles are congruent. The activity described in figure 
3.10 can help students use inductive reasoning to conjecture that if the corre-
sponding angles in two triangles are congruent, the triangles are similar.

Fig. 3.8. Using the triangle angle-sum theorem to find an unknown 
angle measure in a triangle

Find the measure of angle C.
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Fig. 3.9. Triangles that satisfy the definition of similar polygons

m∠1 + m∠2 = 180º →

m∠1 + m∠2 = 180º →

m∠1 + m∠2 = m∠3 + m∠2 →

So, m∠1 = m∠3 →
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Fig. 3.10. An activity that can be used to create the conjecture that triangles whose corresponding 
angles are congruent are similar
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Step 1: Draw a triangle and use a 
protractor to measure the angles. 
Remember, if you measure well, the 
sum of these measurements should 
be very close to 180 degrees.
70° + 82° + 28° = 180°

Step 2: Draw a different-sized 
triangle that has as close to the 
same angle measures as you can 
make them.

Step 3: Cut out the smaller triangle 
and place it on the larger triangle. 
The triangles appear to be the same 
shape, or similar.

Step 4: Repeat with other triangles 
with the same corresponding angle 
measures.
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 As students complete the activity, teachers should encourage them to 
look for other properties and patterns. For example, students might realize 
during step 2 that when they make two angles of the second triangle congru-
ent to two angles of the first triangle, then the third angle of the second tri-
angle will be automatically congruent to its corresponding angle in the first 
triangle because the sum of the measures of the angles in every triangle is 180 
degrees. These types of insights will deepen students’ understanding of the 
relationships they are exploring. After students have completed the activity 
once, they can also explore the result that the corresponding sides of the pairs 
of triangles they created are proportional. Then teachers should have students 
complete the activity several more times and have students consolidate their 
results before making a conjecture about the angles. Once students have used 
their observations to make a conjecture, teachers can affirm that it is possible 
with additional geometric ideas to deductively prove what students have used 
inductive reasoning to conjecture—triangles are similar if their corresponding 
angles are congruent. 
 Students can then use this theorem in conjunction with what they know 
about angles and parallel lines to deductively prove other conjectures con-
cerning similar triangles. For example, as illustrated in the following class 
discussion, students can prove that if a line is drawn through two sides of a 
triangle, parallel to the third side of the triangle, the new triangle formed is 
similar to the original triangle.

 Teacher: In geometry, mathematicians use axioms and theorems that they 
have proved to deductively prove other conjectures. We have learned a lot 
about angles in similar triangles and about angle relationships in transversal 
diagrams that involve parallel lines. Let’s use these axioms and theorems to 
prove another theorem. Start with triangle ABC.

Now draw the line that contains side BC of the triangle. Then draw a line 
parallel to line BC, intersecting the other two sides of the triangle. Name the 
points of intersection E and D, with E on side AB.

A

B C

A

E D

B C

21

4 5

3
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 Teacher: Compare the new triangle AED and triangle ABC. What do you 
notice?
 Marrah: It looks to me that triangle AED is similar to triangle ABC.
 Teacher: Interesting observation. If they were similar, what would be true 
about their angles?
 Marrah: Corresponding angles would be congruent.
 Teacher: Actually, Marrah, if we were to draw this figure with different-
sized triangles, we would see the same result. The smaller triangle looks simi-
lar to the original triangle. Can you tell me how we could prove that the tri-
angles are similar?
 Bob: I think that we can use that theorem we talked about. If you can 
show that corresponding angles are congruent, then you know that the trian-
gles are similar.
 Teacher: Bob’s statement is correct. If we can show that the new triangle 
created, triangle AED, has angles that are congruent to the corresponding 
angles in original triangle ABC, then we will have proved that the triangles 
are similar. What are the angles in triangle ABC? [1, 2, and 3] What are the 
angles of triangle AED? [3, 4, and 5] What angles do you need to prove are 
congruent?
 Bjorn: I need to prove that angle 1 is congruent to angle 4 and that angle 
2 is congruent to angle 5 because those are corresponding angles. Angle 3 is 
in both triangles, so its measure doesn’t change.
 Teacher: That’s a good observation. That is actually the reflexive property 
of congruence: an angle is congruent to itself. Think about the angle relation-
ships you found in parallel lines cut by a transversal. Does anyone see how to 
prove that these angles are congruent?
 Bob: I do! Look, the diagram is actually a transversal diagram where line 
ED is parallel to line BC and side AB is a transversal. If you look at it that 
way, angle 1 and angle 4 are corresponding angles, so we know that they are 
congruent.
 Marrah: I see it, too. Side AC is also a transversal that cuts the two paral-
lel lines. Angle 2 is congruent to angle 5 for the same reason; they are corre-
sponding angles.
 Teacher: Those deductive arguments are logical. And we know that angle 
3 is congruent to itself. Who can summarize our reasoning?
 Todd: I think I can:

•	 ∠1 ≅ ∠4 because they are corresponding angles formed by parallel 
lines and a transversal;

•	 ∠2 ≅ ∠5 because they are corresponding angles formed by parallel 
lines and a transversal;

•	 ∠3 ≅ ∠3 because any angle is congruent to itself.

So ∆ABC is similar to ∆AED  because all corresponding angles are congruent.
  Students should understand that once they have proved the relation-
ship for a line parallel to one side of the triangle, because the same argument 
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would apply no matter which side of the triangle they chose, they can know it 
is true for all sides of the triangle, as shown in figure 3.11.

 At this grade, students should consider all angles in a triangle to show 
similarity. However, as students’ experience with situations involving similar 
triangles increases, they may begin to realize that only two pairs of congruent 
angles are needed to ensure similarity. In later grades students will encounter 
the angle-angle (AA) similarity theorem. The theorem states formally what 
students may begin to understand intuitively—that if two angles of one tri-
angle are congruent to two angles of another triangle, then the triangles are 
similar. 

The Pythagorean theorem and its converse
As students continue to investigate geometric figures and space by using an-
gle and distance, they can begin to develop an appreciation for the special re-
lationship that exists among the lengths of the sides of a right triangle. This 
relationship is represented by the Pythagorean theorem, that is, that if a and b 
are the lengths of the legs of a right triangle and c is the length of the hypot-
enuse, a 2 + b2 = c 2, as shown in figure 3.12.
 Students’ initial experiences with right triangles and the Pythagorean 
theorem should be concrete. For example, students can see the relationship 
among the lengths of the sides of the right triangle through activities such as 
the one illustrated in figure 3.13.
 Students can repeat this activity using other squares with whole-number 
lengths, for example 6, 8, and 10; and 5, 12, and 13. Although this activity 
is most meaningful if completed with whole-number side lengths, it allows 
students to use their previous knowledge about triangles, squares, and area to 

Fig. 3.11. Examples showing that a line drawn parallel to any side of a  
triangle creates similar triangles
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understand the new concept of the Pythagorean theorem. Through it, stu-
dents can conjecture that when the lengths of the sides of the squares form a 
right triangle, the sum of the areas of the smaller cut-out squares is equal to 
the area of the larger square.
 It is beneficial for students to explore the relationships presented in the 
Pythagorean theorem in a variety of ways. Although the activity shown in fig-
ure 3.13 is illustrative when the lengths of the sides are whole numbers, other 
activities result in representations that can be constructed using right triangles 
with any side lengths, including fractional side lengths. In these activities, the 
emphasis is on the relationships among the side lengths, not the measure-
ments themselves; in fact, the side lengths remain unknown. 

Fig. 3.12. A geometric representation of the Pythagorean theorem

a2 + b2 = c2

Pythagorean Theorem
In a right triangle, the sum of the squares of the lengths of the legs is 

equal to the square of the length of the hypotenuse.
 

leg
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Area
of this
square
is c2.

Area
of this
square
is b2.

Area
of this
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is a2.

Reflect As You Read
Why is it important for students to be able to think about geometric relationships 
without specific numerical values attached? How can this ability relate to preparation 
for algebra?
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 Activities such as the one shown in figure 3.14 allow students to connect 
a visual, geometric representation of the Pythagorean theorem with an alge-
braic representation.

Fig. 3.13. Activity illustrating the Pythagorean theorem

a

b

c

c2 = 25

b2 = 16

a2 = 9

Activity

Step 1: On grid paper, draw a right triangle with 
legs 3 units and 4 units. Measure the hypotenuse 
to confirm that it is 5 units long.

Step 2: Draw squares such that a side of each 
square is a side of the triangle and the interiors of 
the squares are in the exterior of the triangle.

Step 3: Find the area of each square. Label the 
area of the squares, that is, a2 = 9, b2 = 16, c2 = 25.

Step 4: Make a conjecture about the relationship 
between c2 and the sum of a2 and b2.

In this right triangle

 a2 = 32 = 9
 b2 = 42 = 16
 c2 = 52 = 25; and
 32 + 42 = 52

  9 + 16 = 25
        25 = 25

So it looks like for this right triangle, a2 + b2 = c2.
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Once students have demonstrated the validity of the Pythagorean 

theorem and understand the relationship among the sides of a right triangle, 

students can apply the Pythagorean theorem to find a missing side length of a 

right triangle when given the other two side lengths, as shown in figure 3.15.

Fig. 3.14. Linking a geometric representation with an algebraic representation to validate  
the Pythagorean theorem

Step 2: Position the triangles to form a square with side length a + b and an inside hole with 
side length c.

Step 3: Reason as follows:
• Each of the four triangles has an area of      . 

• The hole is a square, since the angles have to be right angles because the other two 
angles are the acute angles in a right triangle and add to 90 degrees. The area of the 
square hole is c2. 

• The area of the large square with side length a + b is  (a + b)2, and its area is the sum of 
the areas of the hole and the four triangles.

Step 4: Use the distributive property to simplify the equation, and then use properties of 
equality to rewrite it in terms of c2.
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Activity:

Step 1: Cut out four copies of the same right triangle. Identify the leg lengths as a and b and the 
hypotenuse length as c.
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side length a + b
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So  for each of the four  cut-out right triangles.

a b c ab4
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2 2So .+( ) = + • (Continued on next page)
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 Once students have demonstrated the validity of the Pythagorean theo-
rem and understand the relationship among the sides of a right triangle, stu-
dents can apply the Pythagorean theorem to find a missing side length of a 
right triangle when given the other two side lengths, as shown in figure 3.15.

Fig. 3.14. Linking a geometric representation with an algebraic representation to validate  
the Pythagorean theorem—Continued

Fig. 3.15. Applying the Pythagorean theorem

Step 2: Position the triangles to form a square with side length a + b and an inside hole with 
side length c.

Step 3: Reason as follows:
• Each of the four triangles has an area of      . 

• The hole is a square, since the angles have to be right angles because the other two 
angles are the acute angles in a right triangle and add to 90 degrees. The area of the 
square hole is c2. 

• The area of the large square with side length a + b is  (a + b)2, and its area is the sum of 
the areas of the hole and the four triangles.

Step 4: Use the distributive property to simplify the equation, and then use properties of 
equality to rewrite it in terms of c2.
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Step 1: Cut out four copies of the same right triangle. Identify the leg lengths as a and b and the 
hypotenuse length as c.
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So  for each of the four  cut-out right triangles.
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Problem 1:
Find the length of the hypotenuse givenn the length of the two legs of a right trianglle.

Write the Pythagorean equation.
5
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 The hypotenuse is 13 units long.

Probleem 2:
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 In grade 8, students will encounter square roots in meaningful contexts, 
such as when applying the Pythagorean theorem. They will begin to extend 
their understanding of number as they learn about rational and irrational 
numbers and that the positive square roots of some numbers are irrational. 
More about irrational numbers is found in the Connections section later in 
this chapter.
 The converse of the Pythagorean theorem states that if the square of the 
length of the longest side of a triangle is equal to the sum of the squares of 
the lengths of the other two sides, then the triangle is a right triangle. Once 
students understand that the relationship represented by the Pythagorean 
equation exists for all right triangles, they are ready to use the converse of 
the Pythagorean theorem to prove that a triangle is or is not a right triangle. 
Students can revisit activities such as the one found in figure 3.13 and use 
them as an inductive look at the converse of the Pythagorean theorem, as 
shown in figure 3.16.

Fig. 3.15. Applying the Pythagorean theorem—Continued
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Substia2 2 28 14+ = ← ttute for  and 
Simplify powers.

b c
a

a

.
2

2

64 196+ = ←

=1132
132

←

←

Subtract 64 from both sides.
a = Take the  positive square root of each side.

As a≈ ←11 49. sstudents will learn later, the square root of 1132 is not a rational 
number. There is no exactt decimal for the irrational number 
so wri

132,
tte an approximate value.

Fig. 3.16. Activity illustrating the converse of the Pythagorean theorem

3

4

5

Activity

Step 1: Cut out squares with side lengths 3, 4, and 
5 from grid paper. Note that the sum of the areas of 
the two smaller squares is equal to the area of the 
largest square. 

Step 2: Position the squares as shown to form a 
triangle with side lengths 3, 4, and 5. Note that 
there is only one triangle that can be created with 
these three lengths.

Step 3: Make a conjecture about what kind of 
triangle these lengths seem to form.

We know that—

And it looks like the triangle formed is a right 
triangle.

a b c2 2 2

2 23 4
+ =

+ ==
+ =

=

5
9 16 25

25 25

2
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 Although this activity is most meaningful only if completed with whole-
number side lengths, it allows students to use their previous knowledge to 
understand the new concept of the converse of the Pythagorean theorem. 
Through it, students can observe and verify that when the sum of the areas 
of the smaller cut-out squares is equal to the area of the larger square, the 
lengths of the sides of the squares form a right triangle.
 Once students understand the converse of the Pythagorean theorem, they 
can use it to solve problems. Examples of how students can use the converse 
of the Pythagorean theorem are shown in figure 3.17.

Fig. 3.16. Activity illustrating the converse of the Pythagorean theorem—Continued
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Step 1: Cut out squares with side lengths 3, 4, and 
5 from grid paper. Note that the sum of the areas of 
the two smaller squares is equal to the area of the 
largest square. 

Step 2: Position the squares as shown to form a 
triangle with side lengths 3, 4, and 5. Note that 
there is only one triangle that can be created with 
these three lengths.

Step 3: Make a conjecture about what kind of 
triangle these lengths seem to form.

We know that—

And it looks like the triangle formed is a right 
triangle.
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Fig. 3.17. Applying the converse of the Pythagorean theorem
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Example 1:  Is triangle  a right triangle?
It 

ABC
iis if 4  is equal to 6
4

2 2 2

2 2

2

5
5 16 25 41
6 36

+

+ = + =

=

.

441 36
52 2 2

≠

+Since 4  is not equal to 6 , the  ABC iis not a right triangle.

 Is triangleExample 2 :    a right triangle?
It is if 2.5  is equa

PQR
2 26+ ll to 6.5

2.5

2

2 2

2

6 6 25 36 42 25
6 5 42 25

42 25

.
. .

. .
.

+ = + =

=
==

+

42 25
62 2 2

.
Since 2.5  is equal to 6.5 , the PQR   is a right triangle.triangle

triangle
(Continued on next page)



Focus in Grade 8: Teaching with Curriculum Focal Points

74

 As students explore the Pythagorean theorem and its converse, it is ben-
eficial for them to learn about Pythagorean triples. A Pythagorean triple is 
a set of three whole numbers that can be lengths of sides of a right triangle. 
Students can verify that a set of three numbers is a Pythagorean triple by using 
the equation a2 + b2 = c2. If the numbers satisfy this equation, the numbers form 
a Pythagorean triple and can be the lengths of the sides of a right triangle with 
c the length of the hypotenuse. Examples of Pythagorean triples and triples that 
are not Pythagorean triples are shown with verification in figure 3.18.

 Students learn that if they know a Pythagorean triple, they can gener-
ate more Pythagorean triples by using multiples of the numbers in the known 
triple, as shown in figure 3.19.
 Students should realize that the columns in figure 3.19 continue without 
end. Students can verify that the triangles with these sides are also right tri-
angles by using the converse of the Pythagorean theorem, as shown in figure 
3.17. Students will benefit by learning some of the common Pythagorean tri-
ples; they will find it useful to know some of them as they explore right-trian-
gle relationships in grade 8 and in later grades. Several of the most common 
Pythagorean triples are the following:

Fig. 3.17. Applying the converse of the Pythagorean theorem—Continued
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Since 2.5  is equal to 6.5 , the PQR   is a right triangle.triangle
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Fig. 3.18. Verifying Pythagorean triples

a = 3, b = 4, c = 5 a = 8, b = 11, c = 13 a = 5, b = 12, c = 13

Does a2 + b2 = c2? Does a2 + b2 = c2? Does a2 + b2 = c2?

32 + 42 = 9 + 16 = 25 82 + 112 = 64 + 121 = 185 52 + 122 = 25 + 144 = 169

52 = 25 132 = 169 132 = 169 

So 3, 4, 5 is a Pythagorean  
triple.

So 8, 11, 13 is not a Pythagorean triple. So 5, 12, 13 is a Pythagorean  
triple.

3, 4, 5      5, 12, 13      7, 24, 25      8, 15, 17      9, 40, 41      11, 60, 61
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Focusing on analyzing geometric 
fi gures and space through problem 
solving
In grade 8, problem-solving experiences should include rich problems that 
require students to bring together different concepts, such as measurement, 
similarity, ratio and proportion, area and volume, angle relationships, and the 
Pythagorean theorem. Computation with rational numbers should also be in-
cluded. Problems such as the ones shown in fi gure 3.20 allow students to ap-
ply a variety of their developing skills.

Fig. 3.19. Generating Pythagorean triples

Multiples of 3, 4, 5 Multiples of 5, 12, 13 Multiples of 8, 15, 17

Multiply by 1: 3, 4, 5 5, 12, 13 8, 15, 17

Multiply by 2: 6, 8, 10 10, 24, 26 16, 30, 34

Multiply by 3: 9, 12, 15 15, 36, 39 24, 45, 51

Multiply by 4: 12, 16, 20 20, 48, 52 32, 60, 68

Fig. 3.20. Problems requiring the synthesis of several mathematical concepts

Problem 1: Tree Shadow Problem
At a certain time of day, a person 5 feet tall casts a shadow 8 feet long. At the same time, a tree 
casts a shadow 20 feet long. What is the height of the tree?

Solution:
The triangles formed are similar because their corresponding angles are congruent. So the ratios of 
their corresponding parts are equal.

 

Required ideas: Synthesis of geometric models, measurement concepts, similarity, ratio and 
proportion, and computation with rational numbers

Problem 2: Ridge Highway Problem
A plot of land in the shape of a right triangle is bounded on two sides by Ridge Highway and Route 
16, as shown in the diagram. The third boundary is the line segment AB. Find the perimeter and 
area of the plot of land.

Solution:
Let x represent the distance AB.
 

Perimeter = 1.05 + 1 + 1.45 = 3.5

The perimeter is 3.5 miles, and the area is 0.525 square mile.

Required ideas: Synthesis of geometric models, measurement concepts, the Pythagorean theo-
rem, perimeter, area, and computation with rational numbers

Problem 3: Office Construction Problem
The diagram represents an office space under construction. The office is supposed to be in the 
shape of a rectangular prism 32 feet long, 24 feet wide, and 9 feet high. A foreman is measuring 
distances to check that all angles formed by the edges are right angles. What should be the 
diagonal distance d1 across the floor and the space diagonal distance d2 from floor to ceiling if all 
angles formed by the edges are right angles?

Solution:
Step 1: The diagonal across the floor should be the hypotenuse of a right triangle whose leg 
lengths are 32 feet and 24 feet.
 

Step 2: The diagonal from the opposite corner of the floor to ceiling (a space diagonal of the prism) 
should be the hypotenuse of a right triangle whose leg lengths are 40 feet and 9 feet.
 

The diagonal distance d1 across the floor should be 40 feet, and the space diagonal distance d2 
from floor to ceiling should be 41 feet.

Required ideas: Synthesis of three-dimensional geometric models, measurement concepts, the 
Pythagorean theorem, properties of a polyhedron, and computation with rational numbers

Problem 4: Landscape Problem
A landscape architect is working on a design for triangular lot PQR that has side lengths 50 meters, 
40 meters, and 32.2 meters. He is planning a straight path from point A to point B, parallel to the 
40-meter side. Point B is 12 meters from point R. He needs to know the angle measures labeled x 
degrees and y degrees and the length of the path AB. What are the values of x and y? What is the 
length of the path AB? Explain your reasoning.
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38 m 12 m
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32.2 m
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Q

xº yº 40º R
B

P

A

B

d2

d1

Solution:
The angle labeled x degrees and the 40-degree angle are corresponding angles 
formed by parallel lines and a transversal, so they are congruent. The angle 
labeled y degrees and the 40 degree angle are same-side interior angles formed 
by parallel lines and a transversal, so they are supplementary; so x = 40, y = 140.

Triangles PQR and PAB are similar because AB is parallel to QR, so the sides are 
proportional.

The length of path AB is 30.4 meters.

Required ideas: Synthesis of geometric models, measurement concepts, 
similarity, ratio and proportion, angle relationships, and computation with 
rational numbers

5
8 20

8 5  20
8 100
8
8

100
8

12 1
2

=

=
=

=

=

h

h
h
h

h

×

The tree is  112 1
2

 feet tall.

1 1 45
1 2 1025

1 1025
1 1025

1 05

2 2 2

2

2

+ =
+ =

=
=
=

x
x
x

x
x

.

.

.
.

.

Areea = 1
2

1 1 05 0 525( )( ) =. .

 AB

AB
AB
AB

AB

40
38
50

50 40 38
50 1520
50

50
1520

50
30

=

=
=

=

=

• 

..4

322 2
1

2

1
2

1
2

1

24
1024 576

1600
1600

40

+ =( )
+ = ( )

= ( )
=
=

d
d
d

d
dd

d
d
d

d

1

2 2
2

2

2
2

2
2

2

9
1600 81

1681
1681

41

40 + =( )
+ = ( )

= ( )
=
== d2

(Continued on next page)



Focus in Grade 8: Teaching with Curriculum Focal Points

76

Fig. 3.20. Problems requiring the synthesis of several mathematical concepts

Problem 1: Tree Shadow Problem
At a certain time of day, a person 5 feet tall casts a shadow 8 feet long. At the same time, a tree 
casts a shadow 20 feet long. What is the height of the tree?

Solution:
The triangles formed are similar because their corresponding angles are congruent. So the ratios of 
their corresponding parts are equal.

 

Required ideas: Synthesis of geometric models, measurement concepts, similarity, ratio and 
proportion, and computation with rational numbers

Problem 2: Ridge Highway Problem
A plot of land in the shape of a right triangle is bounded on two sides by Ridge Highway and Route 
16, as shown in the diagram. The third boundary is the line segment AB. Find the perimeter and 
area of the plot of land.

Solution:
Let x represent the distance AB.
 

Perimeter = 1.05 + 1 + 1.45 = 3.5

The perimeter is 3.5 miles, and the area is 0.525 square mile.

Required ideas: Synthesis of geometric models, measurement concepts, the Pythagorean theo-
rem, perimeter, area, and computation with rational numbers

Problem 3: Office Construction Problem
The diagram represents an office space under construction. The office is supposed to be in the 
shape of a rectangular prism 32 feet long, 24 feet wide, and 9 feet high. A foreman is measuring 
distances to check that all angles formed by the edges are right angles. What should be the 
diagonal distance d1 across the floor and the space diagonal distance d2 from floor to ceiling if all 
angles formed by the edges are right angles?

Solution:
Step 1: The diagonal across the floor should be the hypotenuse of a right triangle whose leg 
lengths are 32 feet and 24 feet.
 

Step 2: The diagonal from the opposite corner of the floor to ceiling (a space diagonal of the prism) 
should be the hypotenuse of a right triangle whose leg lengths are 40 feet and 9 feet.
 

The diagonal distance d1 across the floor should be 40 feet, and the space diagonal distance d2 
from floor to ceiling should be 41 feet.

Required ideas: Synthesis of three-dimensional geometric models, measurement concepts, the 
Pythagorean theorem, properties of a polyhedron, and computation with rational numbers

Problem 4: Landscape Problem
A landscape architect is working on a design for triangular lot PQR that has side lengths 50 meters, 
40 meters, and 32.2 meters. He is planning a straight path from point A to point B, parallel to the 
40-meter side. Point B is 12 meters from point R. He needs to know the angle measures labeled x 
degrees and y degrees and the length of the path AB. What are the values of x and y? What is the 
length of the path AB? Explain your reasoning.
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Solution:
The angle labeled x degrees and the 40-degree angle are corresponding angles 
formed by parallel lines and a transversal, so they are congruent. The angle 
labeled y degrees and the 40 degree angle are same-side interior angles formed 
by parallel lines and a transversal, so they are supplementary; so x = 40, y = 140.

Triangles PQR and PAB are similar because AB is parallel to QR, so the sides are 
proportional.
 
The length of path AB is 30.4 meters.

Required ideas: Synthesis of geometric models, measurement concepts, 
similarity, ratio and proportion, angle relationships, and computation with 
rational numbers
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Fig. 3.20. Problems requiring the synthesis of several mathematical concepts

Problem 1: Tree Shadow Problem
At a certain time of day, a person 5 feet tall casts a shadow 8 feet long. At the same time, a tree 
casts a shadow 20 feet long. What is the height of the tree?

Solution:
The triangles formed are similar because their corresponding angles are congruent. So the ratios of 
their corresponding parts are equal.

 

Required ideas: Synthesis of geometric models, measurement concepts, similarity, ratio and 
proportion, and computation with rational numbers

Problem 2: Ridge Highway Problem
A plot of land in the shape of a right triangle is bounded on two sides by Ridge Highway and Route 
16, as shown in the diagram. The third boundary is the line segment AB. Find the perimeter and 
area of the plot of land.

Solution:
Let x represent the distance AB.
 

Perimeter = 1.05 + 1 + 1.45 = 3.5

The perimeter is 3.5 miles, and the area is 0.525 square mile.

Required ideas: Synthesis of geometric models, measurement concepts, the Pythagorean theo-
rem, perimeter, area, and computation with rational numbers

Problem 3: Office Construction Problem
The diagram represents an office space under construction. The office is supposed to be in the 
shape of a rectangular prism 32 feet long, 24 feet wide, and 9 feet high. A foreman is measuring 
distances to check that all angles formed by the edges are right angles. What should be the 
diagonal distance d1 across the floor and the space diagonal distance d2 from floor to ceiling if all 
angles formed by the edges are right angles?

Solution:
Step 1: The diagonal across the floor should be the hypotenuse of a right triangle whose leg 
lengths are 32 feet and 24 feet.
 

Step 2: The diagonal from the opposite corner of the floor to ceiling (a space diagonal of the prism) 
should be the hypotenuse of a right triangle whose leg lengths are 40 feet and 9 feet.
 

The diagonal distance d1 across the floor should be 40 feet, and the space diagonal distance d2 
from floor to ceiling should be 41 feet.

Required ideas: Synthesis of three-dimensional geometric models, measurement concepts, the 
Pythagorean theorem, properties of a polyhedron, and computation with rational numbers

Problem 4: Landscape Problem
A landscape architect is working on a design for triangular lot PQR that has side lengths 50 meters, 
40 meters, and 32.2 meters. He is planning a straight path from point A to point B, parallel to the 
40-meter side. Point B is 12 meters from point R. He needs to know the angle measures labeled x 
degrees and y degrees and the length of the path AB. What are the values of x and y? What is the 
length of the path AB? Explain your reasoning.
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Solution:
The angle labeled x degrees and the 40-degree angle are corresponding angles 
formed by parallel lines and a transversal, so they are congruent. The angle 
labeled y degrees and the 40 degree angle are same-side interior angles formed 
by parallel lines and a transversal, so they are supplementary; so x = 40, y = 140.

Triangles PQR and PAB are similar because AB is parallel to QR, so the sides are 
proportional.
 
The length of path AB is 30.4 meters.

Required ideas: Synthesis of geometric models, measurement concepts, 
similarity, ratio and proportion, angle relationships, and computation with 
rational numbers
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 Teachers can alter problems such as the ones in fi gure 3.20 to include a 
variety of rational numbers, including decimal and fractional values. It is ben-
efi cial for students to use technology as they learn to solve such problems, so 
that the focus remains on how to solve the problems rather than on the more 
complicated computation.
 Teachers should also present students with opportunities to explore a va-
riety of mathematical relationships that exist in more complex fi gures such as 
the one in fi gure 3.21. This fi gure is a diagram of a composite three-dimen-
sional fi gure consisting of a rectangular prism topped by a triangular prism. 
The triangle in the diagram is isosceles. The fi gure represents a scale model of 
a building with a scale of 1 inch : 20 inches.

 A variety of questions can be asked about this fi gure, for example:

a. What are the actual dimensions of the building in feet?

b. The four walls and two triangular surfaces will be painted on the ex-
terior. What is the area that will be painted?

c. The roof, consisting of two congruent rectangles, one of which is 

Fig. 3.20. Problems requiring the synthesis of several mathematical concepts—Continued

Problem 1: Tree Shadow Problem
At a certain time of day, a person 5 feet tall casts a shadow 8 feet long. At the same time, a tree 
casts a shadow 20 feet long. What is the height of the tree?

Solution:
The triangles formed are similar because their corresponding angles are congruent. So the ratios of 
their corresponding parts are equal.

 

Required ideas: Synthesis of geometric models, measurement concepts, similarity, ratio and 
proportion, and computation with rational numbers

Problem 2: Ridge Highway Problem
A plot of land in the shape of a right triangle is bounded on two sides by Ridge Highway and Route 
16, as shown in the diagram. The third boundary is the line segment AB. Find the perimeter and 
area of the plot of land.

Solution:
Let x represent the distance AB.
 

Perimeter = 1.05 + 1 + 1.45 = 3.5

The perimeter is 3.5 miles, and the area is 0.525 square mile.

Required ideas: Synthesis of geometric models, measurement concepts, the Pythagorean theo-
rem, perimeter, area, and computation with rational numbers

Problem 3: Office Construction Problem
The diagram represents an office space under construction. The office is supposed to be in the 
shape of a rectangular prism 32 feet long, 24 feet wide, and 9 feet high. A foreman is measuring 
distances to check that all angles formed by the edges are right angles. What should be the 
diagonal distance d1 across the floor and the space diagonal distance d2 from floor to ceiling if all 
angles formed by the edges are right angles?

Solution:
Step 1: The diagonal across the floor should be the hypotenuse of a right triangle whose leg 
lengths are 32 feet and 24 feet.
 

Step 2: The diagonal from the opposite corner of the floor to ceiling (a space diagonal of the prism) 
should be the hypotenuse of a right triangle whose leg lengths are 40 feet and 9 feet.
 

The diagonal distance d1 across the floor should be 40 feet, and the space diagonal distance d2 
from floor to ceiling should be 41 feet.

Required ideas: Synthesis of three-dimensional geometric models, measurement concepts, the 
Pythagorean theorem, properties of a polyhedron, and computation with rational numbers

Problem 4: Landscape Problem
A landscape architect is working on a design for triangular lot PQR that has side lengths 50 meters, 
40 meters, and 32.2 meters. He is planning a straight path from point A to point B, parallel to the 
40-meter side. Point B is 12 meters from point R. He needs to know the angle measures labeled x 
degrees and y degrees and the length of the path AB. What are the values of x and y? What is the 
length of the path AB? Explain your reasoning.
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Solution:
The angle labeled x degrees and the 40-degree angle are corresponding angles 
formed by parallel lines and a transversal, so they are congruent. The angle 
labeled y degrees and the 40 degree angle are same-side interior angles formed 
by parallel lines and a transversal, so they are supplementary; so x = 40, y = 140.

Triangles PQR and PAB are similar because AB is parallel to QR, so the sides are 
proportional.
 
The length of path AB is 30.4 meters.

Required ideas: Synthesis of geometric models, measurement concepts, 
similarity, ratio and proportion, angle relationships, and computation with 
rational numbers

5
8 20

8 5  20
8 100
8
8

100
8

12 1
2

=

=
=

=

=

h

h
h
h

h

×

The tree is  112 1
2

 feet tall.

1 1 45
1 2 1025

1 1025
1 1025

1 05

2 2 2

2

2

+ =
+ =

=
=
=

x
x
x

x
x

.

.

.
.

.

Areea = 1
2

1 1 05 0 525( )( ) =. .

 AB

AB
AB
AB

AB

40
38
50

50 40 38
50 1520
50

50
1520

50
30

=

=
=

=

=

• 

..4

322 2
1

2

1
2

1
2

1

24
1024 576

1600
1600

40

+ =( )
+ = ( )

= ( )
=
=

d
d
d

d
dd

d
d
d

d

1

2 2
2

2

2
2

2
2

2

9
1600 81

1681
1681

41

40 + =( )
+ = ( )

= ( )
=
== d2

Fig. 3.21. Composite three-dimensional fi gure representing the 
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shown (shaded), will be covered with shingles. What is the actual 
roof area that will be shingled?

d. What is the total volume of the building?

To solve problems such as these, students need to apply their understand-
ings of measurement, similarity, ratio and proportion, area and volume, the 
Pythagorean theorem, computation with rational numbers, and characteristics 
of polyhedra. Solutions to some of these problems are shown in figure 3.22.

Fig. 3.22. Solutions to problems associated with a complex  
three-dimensional figure

4.8 in.

18 in.

15 ft 15 ft

8 ft
x

24 in.

6 in.

Problem:
What are the actual dimensions of the building in feet?

Solution:
20 × 4.8 = 96 and 96 ÷ 12 = 8, so the triangular surface is 8 feet high.
20 × 18 = 360 and 360 ÷ 12 = 30, so the building is 30 feet wide. 
20 × 24 = 480 and 480 ÷ 12 = 40, so the building is 40 feet long.
20 × 6 = 120 and 120 ÷ 12 = 10, so the walls are 10 feet high.

Problem:
The roof, consisting of two congruent rectangles, one of which is shown 
(shaded), will be covered with shingles. What is the actual roof area that 
will be shingled?

Solution:
To find the area of a rectangular roof surface, first find the length of the 
hypotenuse of the right triangle whose leg lengths are 8 feet and 15 feet.

Each rectangular roof surface is a rectangle 17 feet by 40 feet.
Area of two rectangular roof surfaces: 2 × 17 × 40 = 1,360
The roof area to be shingled is 1,360 square feet.

Scale is 1 in. : 20 in.
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Focusing on Figures and Space through 
Connections
As students analyze two- and three-dimensional space and figures by using dis-
tance and angle, their understanding can deepen when they make connections 
to other mathematical concepts. Teachers should point out connections to such 
concepts as coordinate geometry, trigonometric ratios, special right triangles, 
square roots and irrational numbers, and angle relationships in polygons.
 In the study of analyzing two-dimensional figures by using distance and 
angle, students will encounter geometric figures in the coordinate plane. They 
will analyze the vertices of these figures and the length of their sides, as well 
as the effects of transforming them. Students will learn that transformations 
such as reflections, translations, and rotations of geometric figures in the co-
ordinate plane result in patterns and relationships between the vertices of the 
figure and the vertices of the transformed figure. Some of these relationships 
are illustrated in figure 3.23.

Fig. 3.23. Examples showing the relationships between original points and images of certain  
transformations in the coordinate plane
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1. Reflection over the x-axis
To reflect a point  across the -axis,
multiply its -coordinate b
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The reflection image of  is 
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To reflect a point across the -axis,
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3. Translation
The image of  afterr a translation 4 units 
left and 2 units up is  

Original point Image point
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4. Rotation 90 ddegrees clockwise about the 
origin
To rotate aa point 90 degrees clockwise about the 
origin,  interchange the coordinates and then 
multiply  the new second coordinate by –1.
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5. Rotation 90 degrees ccounterclockwise 
about the origin
To rotate aa point 90 degrees counterclockwise 
about the oorigin, interchange the coordinates and then 
muultiply the new first coordinate by –1.
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6. Rotation 180 degrees about the origin
To rottate a point 180 degrees about the 
origin, mulltiply both coordinates by –1.
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(Continued on next page)
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Fig. 3.23. Examples showing the relationships between original points and images of certain  
transformations in the coordinate plane
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6. Rotation 180 degrees about the origin
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 In students’ work with analyzing plane figures by using length and angle, 
they can make a connection to the distance formula. Students learn that the 
distance formula allows them to find the distance between any two points on 
the coordinate plane. The distance formula is based on the Pythagorean theo-
rem, as shown in figure 3.24.

Students can learn to apply the distance formula as shown in figure 3.25.

Fig. 3.23. Examples showing the relationships between original points and images of certain  
transformations in the coordinate plane—Continued
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Fig. 3.24. Using the Pythagorean theorem to write the distance formula
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During their work with the Pythagorean theorem and the distance for-
mula, students begin to encounter square roots and irrational numbers. In 
grade 7, students encountered irrational numbers in a limited way, for exam-
ple, when they used π in their work with circles. In grade 8, students expand 
on this basic understanding as they learn that irrational numbers are numbers 
that cannot be represented in the form a/b, where a and b are integers and 
b ≠ 0; therefore an irrational number does not have a repeating or terminating 
decimal representation. Students learn that some irrational numbers are rep-
resented by special symbols such as π or
decimal representation. Students learn that some irrational numbers are rep-

2 ((read the square root of two).They 
expand their understanding of number as they learn how irrational numbers 
are related to the numbers in other number systems about which they have 
previously learned, and about their relationship to the set of the real numbers, 
as illustrated in fi gure 3.26. 
 As students encounter square roots in their work with the Pythagorean 
theorem and the distance formula, they learn that the positive square roots 
of some numbers are irrational numbers. For example, in fi gure 3.25, the dis-
tance between X and Y is
of some numbers are irrational numbers. For example, in fi gure 3.25, the dis-

181. When they calculate the square root of 181, 
for example by using a calculator or a square root table, they should be made 
aware that
for example by using a calculator or a square root table, they should be made 

181 is an irrational number; that is, it cannot be expressed as a 
terminating or repeating decimal, even though it may appear that way on the 

Fig. 3.25. Examples using the distance formula 
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calculator or in the table. Students learn that they can leave an irrational an-
swer such as this one as a square root, that is,
calculator or in the table. Students learn that they can leave an irrational an-

181, or they can write the val-
ue of the square root as a fraction or decimal as an approximation to a certain 
degree of accuracy, that is, 
ue of the square root as a fraction or decimal as an approximation to a certain 

181 13 45≈ . .45. .45

 In grade 8, students are given the opportunity to glimpse into more so-
phisticated mathematics topics such as trigonometry. Students learn that 
trigonometry is based largely on right triangles. Every right triangle has two 
acute angles, and associated with each acute angle are six ratios that are made 
up of the lengths of sides of the triangle. These trigonometric ratios are called 
sine, cosine, tangent, cotangent, secant, and cosecant. The fi rst three—sine, 
cosine, and tangent (abbreviated sin, cos, and tan)—are the most commonly 
used. The defi nitions of the sine, cosine, and tangent ratios are given in fi gure 
3.27, using angle A of the right triangle.

Fig. 3.26. Diagram that illustrates the relationships among real num-
bers, rational numbers, and irrational numbers 

R: Real Numbers

Q: Rational numbers

Z: Integers

W: Whole numbers

Irrational numbers

Fig. 3.27. Defi nitions of three trigonometric ratios
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 Figure 3.28 shows the sine, cosine, and tangent ratios for the acute angles 
in a 3-4-5 right triangle.

Similarity plays a key role in trigonometric ratios. Recall that an angle is 
the union of two rays. Figure 3.29 shows angle A as the union of the two rays 
AP AQ
 

the union of two rays. Figure 3.29 shows angle 
 

the union of two rays. Figure 3.29 shows angle 
    

the union of two rays. Figure 3.29 shows angle 
 

the union of two rays. Figure 3.29 shows angle 
  

and .AQd .AQ  Also shown are line segments from AP AQ
 

 as the union of the two rays 
 

 as the union of the two rays 
    

 as the union of the two rays 
 

 as the union of the two rays 
  

perpendiculadiculadic r to .AQo .AQr to .r t
Because those line segments are perpendicular to the same ray, they are all 
parallel to each other. Therefore, all the right triangles formed are simi-
lar. Notice that the sine ratios for angle A, using the similar triangles, are all 
equivalent. The same is true for the cosine and tangent ratios. 

 Students will learn in later grades how to fi nd an angle measure, given 
a trigonometric ratio for that angle. For example, using a trig table or a cal-
culator, they will fi nd that the acute angle whose sine is 3/5 is approximately 

Fig. 3.28. Trigonometric ratios for the acute angles in a 3-4-5 triangle
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Fig. 3.29. Example showing that similar right triangles yield equivalent 
trigonometric ratios
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36.87 degrees. So the measure of angle A in fi gure 3.29 is approximately 36.87 
degrees.
 Students further connect their understanding of triangles and the 
Pythagorean theorem as they learn about special triangles—the 45°-45°-90° 
triangle and the 30°-60°-90° triangle. One reason these triangles are consid-
ered special is that each type is “half ” of a familiar polygon; a 45°-45°-90° tri-
angle is “half ” of a square and a 30°-60°-90° triangle is “half ” of an equilateral 
triangle. 
 Students can use the relationship of these triangles to their correspond-
ing familiar polygon to learn more about their properties. For example, the 
diagonal of any square is the hypotenuse of a 45°-45°-90° triangle, as illus-
trated in fi gure 3.30 for a square whose sides are 1 unit long. According to 
the Pythagorean theorem, the diagonal d of the square has length
trated in fi gure 3.30 for a square whose sides are 1 unit long. According to 

2 uunits 
as shown. So if the legs of a 45°-45°-90° triangle have length 1 unit, then the 
length of the hypotenuse is
as shown. So if the legs of a 45°-45°-90° triangle have length 1 unit, then the 

2 uunits, or about 1.414 units.

 All 45°-45°-90° triangles are similar because they have the same angle 
measures, thus the lengths of their corresponding sides are proportional, as 
shown in fi gure 3.31. 

Fig. 3.30. Using a square to form a 45°-45°-90° triangle

Use the Pythagorean
theorem to find d.
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Fig. 3.31. All 45°-45°-90° triangles are similar.
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 The side lengths of the small triangle in fi gure 3.31 are 1, 1, and d .d .2d .2d .
The side lengths of the large triangle are 
 The side lengths of the small triangle in fi gure 3.31 are 

3, 3, and 3 .2  In general, the side 
lengths of any 45°-45°-90° triangle are a, a, and d wd wa ad wa aa ad wa a2d w2d wa ad wa a2a ad wa a, where a is the length of 
each congruent leg and 
lengths of any 45°-45°-90° triangle are 

d wd wa ad wa aa ad wa a2d w2d wa ad wa a2a ad wa ais the length of the hypotenuse.
 Students can also learn about the 30°-60°-90° triangle by looking at its 
corresponding equilateral triangle. As illustrated in fi gure 3.32, an altitude (a 
line drawn from one vertex perpendicular to the opposite side) in an equilat-
eral triangle forms two congruent triangles, each with angle measures 30 de-
grees, 60 degrees, and 90 degrees. Students can use the Pythagorean theorem 
to fi nd that if the sides of an equilateral triangle are 2 units long, then the 
altitude h has length
to fi nd that if the sides of an equilateral triangle are 2 units long, then the 

3 units. So if the legs of a 30°-60°-90° triangle have 
lengths 1 unit and 3, or about 1.732, units, then the length of the hypot-
enuse is 2 units.

 All 30°-60°-90° triangles are similar because they have the same angle 
measures; thus the lengths of the corresponding sides of any two 30°-60°-90° 
triangles are proportional, as in the example in fi gure 3.33. 

Fig. 3.32. Using an equilateral triangle to form a 30°-60°-90° triangle

Use the Pythagorean
theorem to find h.
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Their corresponding sides 
are proportional.
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Fig. 3.33. All 30°-60°-90° triangles are similar.
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 The side lengths of the small triangle in fi gure 3.33 are 1, 1 31 3, ,, ,1 3, ,1 31 3, ,1 3  and 2. 
The side lengths of the large triangle are 2, 
 The side lengths of the small triangle in fi gure 3.33 are 1, 

2 3, ,, ,2 3, ,2 32 a2 32 a2 32 32 a2 3, ,2 a, ,2 3, ,2 32 a2 3, ,2 32 3, ,2 32 a2 3, ,2 3  and 4. In general, the side 
lengths of any 30°-60°-90° triangle are a, a 3 , and 2a, where a is the length 
of the short leg, a 3 is the length of the long leg, and 2a is the length of the 
hypotenuse.
 Because all 45°-45°-90° triangles are similar, any 45°-45°-90° triangle can 
be used to write trigonometric ratios for 45 degrees. And because all 30°-60°-
90° triangles are similar, any 30°-60°-90° triangle can be used to write trigo-
nometric ratios for 30 degrees and 60 degrees. Figure 3.34 shows the sine, 
cosine, and tangent ratios for 45 degrees, 30 degrees, and 60 degrees.

 Students will also learn to connect their understanding of the proper-
ties of triangles, including the sum of the measures of a triangle, to explore 
the properties of other polygons. Students discover that diagonals can be 
drawn to decompose polygons into triangles. This allows students to develop 
a deeper understanding of the properties of the polygons. For example, if stu-
dents know that the sum of the measures of the angles in a triangle is 180 de-
grees, and that another polygon can be decomposed into four triangles, they 
can reason that if they multiply the number of triangles, four, by 180, they 
will fi nd the sum of the measures of the angles in that polygon. Furthermore, 
through carefully crafted experiences with triangles formed by vertices of the 
polygon, students can observe that the interior of a polygon can be separated 
into two fewer triangles than its number of sides; thus, a quadrilateral is com-
posed of 4 – 2 = 2 triangles, a pentagon is composed of 5 – 2 = 3 triangles, a 

Fig. 3.34. Trigonometric ratios for the acute angles in special right triangles 
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hexagon is composed of 6 – 2 = 4 triangles, and so on. Students learn to con-
nect these patterns with the algebraic representations that they have learned 
to write this relationship algebraically as “the sum of the angles in a polygon 
with n sides = (n – 2)180.” Students then can use this expression to find the 
sum of the measures of the angles in any polygon, as shown in figure 3.35.

Fig. 3.35. Sum of the measures of the angles of a polygon

A quadrilateral has four sides and can be de-
composed into two triangles.

A pentagon has five sides and can be decom-
posed into three triangles.

An octagon has eight sides and can be de-
composed into six triangles.

The sum of the angle measures of a polygon with 
n sides is (n – 2) • 180°.
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 Students can apply these understandings to solve problems involving 
polygons and discover other angle properties and relationships in polygons. 
Some of these problems and properties are summarized in figure 3.36.

Fig. 3.36. Problems students can solve about the angles in polygons
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Problem: Find the missing angle measure in the polygon.

Solution: The polygon has five sides, so n = 5.
 
 

The sum of the angle measures is 540 degrees.

The missing angle measure is 135 degrees.

Problem: Find the measure of each angle in a regular hexagon.

Property: If the sum of the measures of the angles in a polygon is (n − 2)180, and in 
a regular polygon the angles all have the same measure, then if you divide the sum 
of the angle measures by the number of angles, you will find the measure of each 
angle. So the measure of each of the angles in a regular polygon is

Solution: For example, a regular hexagon has six angles, so n = 6.
 

The measure of each angle of a regular hexagon is 120 degrees.

Problem: Find the measure of each central angle of a regular hexagon.

Property: The center of a regular polygon is the point inside the polygon that is 
equidistant from all the vertices. The center of this hexagon is P. A central angle is 
an angle whose vertex is the center and whose sides contain two consecutive 
vertices. Angle APB is a central angle. A regular polygon with n sides has n central 
angles whose sum is 360 degrees. These angles are all congruent, so the measure 
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 Students can also apply their understanding of angles to discover prop-
erties of the exterior angles in a polygon. An exterior angle of a polygon is 
formed by extending a side, such as this: 

At each vertex of a polygon there are two exterior angles and, since they are 
vertical angles, they are congruent.

Through activities such as the one shown in figure 3.37, students learn that 
the sum of one of each of the exterior angles at each vertex of a polygon is 
360 degrees and that an exterior angle and its adjacent interior angle are 
supplementary.

1
2

1

1
2

1

Fig. 3.37. Activity exploring the exterior angles of a polygon

Step 3: Fit the cut-out angles 
together so that they do not 
overlap and all the vertices are 
at the same point.

What is the sum of the measures of the exterior angles of any polygon, one at each vertex? 

Step 1: Draw a polygon with 
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vertex.

Step 2: Trace each exterior 
angle on a separate sheet of 
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The sum of the measures of the exterior angles of any polygon, one at each 
vertex, is 360 degrees.
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Connections in later grades
In grade 8, students are laying the foundation for many of the more sophis-
ticated concepts they will learn in later grades. For example, students’ work 
with congruence and similarity will be applied when students learn about the 
various combinations of conditions that ensure congruent and similar trian-
gles, such as the postulates and theorems shown in figures 3.38 and 3.39.
 Note that although the first four of these statements about congruent tri-
angles are presented as postulates, there is a theorem that says the four state-
ments are equivalent, so there is really only one assumption that can appear in 
four different settings. 

Fig. 3.38. Triangle congruence postulate and theorems
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Side-Angle-Side Postulate for Congruent Triangles 
If two sides and the included angle of one triangle are 
congruent to two sides and the included angle of 
another triangle, then the triangles are congruent. 

�∆ABC≅�∆DEF. 

Side-Side-Side Postulate for Congruent Triangles 
If three sides of one triangle are congruent to three 
sides of another triangle, then the triangles are 
congruent.

�∆ABC≅�∆DEF. 

Angle-Side-Angle Postulate for Congruent Triangles 
If two angles and the included side of one triangle are 
congruent to two angles and the included side of 
another triangle, then the triangles are congruent.

 �∆ABC≅�∆DEF. 
 

Angle-Angle-Side Postulate for Congruent Triangles 
If two angles and a nonincluded side of one triangle are 
congruent to two angles and a nonincluded side of 
another triangle, then the triangles are congruent.

�∆ABC≅�∆DEF. 

Hypotenuse-Leg Theorem of Congruent Triangles
If the hypotenuse and a leg of one right triangle are 
congruent to the hypotenuse and a leg of another right 
triangle, then the triangles are congruent. 

�∆ABC≅�∆DEF. 

(Continued on next page)
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 Students learn that since two polygons are similar if and only if all their 
corresponding pairs of angles are congruent and all their corresponding pairs 
of side lengths are proportional, then to maintain the system of Euclidean 
geometry, the postulate that states that similar triangles can be determined 
if the three pairs of corresponding angles are congruent, that is, the propor-
tionality of the sides does not have to also be known, is accepted as true. This 
postulate, the angle-angle-angle postulate for similar triangles, provides the 
necessary conditions to prove the other theorems listed in figure 3.39.

Fig. 3.38. Triangle congruence postulate and theorems—Continued
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Side-Angle-Side Postulate for Congruent Triangles 
If two sides and the included angle of one triangle are 
congruent to two sides and the included angle of 
another triangle, then the triangles are congruent. 

�∆ABC≅�∆DEF. 

Side-Side-Side Postulate for Congruent Triangles 
If three sides of one triangle are congruent to three 
sides of another triangle, then the triangles are 
congruent.

�∆ABC≅�∆DEF. 

Angle-Side-Angle Postulate for Congruent Triangles 
If two angles and the included side of one triangle are 
congruent to two angles and the included side of 
another triangle, then the triangles are congruent.

 �∆ABC≅�∆DEF. 
 

Angle-Angle-Side Postulate for Congruent Triangles 
If two angles and a nonincluded side of one triangle are 
congruent to two angles and a nonincluded side of 
another triangle, then the triangles are congruent.

�∆ABC≅�∆DEF. 

Hypotenuse-Leg Theorem of Congruent Triangles
If the hypotenuse and a leg of one right triangle are 
congruent to the hypotenuse and a leg of another right 
triangle, then the triangles are congruent. 

�∆ABC≅�∆DEF. 

Fig. 3.39. Triangle similarity postulate and theorems
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Angle-Angle-Angle Postulate for Similar Triangles 
If three angles of one triangle are congruent to three angles of 
another triangle, then the triangles are similar.

�∆ABC �∆DEF. 

 

Angle-Angle Theorem for Similar Triangles 
If two angles of one triangle are congruent to two angles of 
another triangle, then the triangles are similar.

�∆ABC �∆DEF. 

Side-Angle-Side Theorem for Similar Triangles 
If an angle of one triangle is congruent to an angle of a second 
triangle and the sides including the two angles are proportional, 
then the triangles are similar.

Side-Side-Side Theorem for Similar Triangles 
If the corresponding sides of two triangles are proportional, then 
the triangles are similar.

Example showing 
proportional side lengths

Example showing 
proportional side lengths

, so AB
DF

BC
FE

AC
DE

= =

 and  so ∠ ≅ ∠ =B F AB
DF

BC
FE

, ABC DEF.∆∆

ABC DEF.∆∆

(Continued on next page)
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 Students will also expand their understanding and application of trigo-
nometry and trigonometric ratios. The examples in figure 3.40 illustrate 
how students will apply this knowledge in later grades.

Fig. 3.39. Triangle similarity postulate and theorems—Continued
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Angle-Angle-Angle Postulate for Similar Triangles 
If three angles of one triangle are congruent to three angles of 
another triangle, then the triangles are similar.

�∆ABC �∆DEF. 

 

Angle-Angle Theorem for Similar Triangles 
If two angles of one triangle are congruent to two angles of 
another triangle, then the triangles are similar.

�∆ABC �∆DEF. 

Side-Angle-Side Theorem for Similar Triangles 
If an angle of one triangle is congruent to an angle of a second 
triangle and the sides including the two angles are proportional, 
then the triangles are similar.

Side-Side-Side Theorem for Similar Triangles 
If the corresponding sides of two triangles are proportional, then 
the triangles are similar.

Example showing 
proportional side lengths

Example showing 
proportional side lengths

, so AB
DF

BC
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= =

 and  so ∠ ≅ ∠ =B F AB
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Developing Depth of Understanding
What activities can you do in your classroom that will help students under-
stand and apply the concept and properties of similarity? What everyday ex-
amples can you give to students to show why it is important to be able to use 
distances and angles to analyze geometric figures and space?

Fig. 3.40. Examples of how students apply trigonometric concepts in later grades

Problem:
Find sin A, cos A, tan A, and  .

Solution:
Either use the Pythagorean theorem to find the 
missing side length or recognize the triangle as a 
45°-45°-90° triangle.  
 
 
Problem:
At a point 100 feet from the base of a building, the 
angle of elevation to the top of the building is 40 
degrees. Find the height of the building.

Solution:
Use the right triangle.
 
The height of the building is approximately 84 feet. 
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In grade 8, students learn how to analyze and summarize data sets. Students 
learn how to choose the appropriate graph to display data and the most 
meaningful numbers to describe measures of center and spread. They also 
learn how to display and interpret bivariate data (a data set with two vari-
ables) using scatter plots. The goal of this Focal Point is for students to use 
data and graphs to solve problems.

Instructional Progression for 
Analyzing and Summarizing 
Data Sets
The focus on analyzing and summarizing data sets in grade 8 is supported 
by a progression of related mathematical ideas before and after grade 8, as 
shown in table 4.1. To give perspective to the grade 8 work, we fi rst discuss 
some of the important ideas that students focus on before grade 8 that pre-
pare them for learning how to analyze and summarize data sets in grade 8. At 
the end of the detailed discussion of this grade 8 Focal Point, we present ex-
amples of how students will use analyzing and summarizing data sets in later 
grades. For more detailed discussions of the “before” part of the instructional 
progression, please see the appropriate grade-level books, for example, Focus 
in Grade 6 (NCTM 2010) and Focus in Grade 7 (NCTM 2010).

Early Foundations for Analyzing 
and Summarizing Data Sets 
Students have learned many mathematical concepts and skills prior to grade 
8 that lay the foundation for their ability to analyze and summarize data sets 
in grade 8. In grades 3 through 5, students collect and organize data, of-
ten using tally charts and frequency tables. They learn to display their orga-
nized data in various ways, including the use of line plots, bar graphs, pic-
ture graphs, stem-and-leaf plots, double-bar graphs, histograms, and line 
graphs. Students apply their understandings of whole numbers, fractions, and 
decimals as they display the data in the various forms. They also use vari-
ous representations of data to solve problems, draw conclusions, and make 
predictions.

Focusing on Analyzing and Summarizing 
Data Sets

4
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 In grade 7, students use proportions to make estimates relating to a pop-
ulation on the basis of a sample. For example, they might use proportions to 
analyze the following situation:

Suppose 200 taxpayers in a town are randomly selected for a survey and 
120 of them are in favor of using tax money to build a new school. On 
the basis of the random survey, if there are 5,000 taxpayers in the town, 
about how many of the taxpayers in the town might you expect to be in 
favor of using tax money to build a new school?
 

Students would set up and solve the proportion

120
200 5 000

=
x

,
,

fi nding that x = 3,000. So one could expect that about 3,000 taxpayers in the 
town would be in favor of using tax money to build a new school.

Table 4.1
Grade 8: Focusing on Analyzing and Summarizing Data Sets—Instructional Progression for Analyzing and 
Summarizing Data Sets

Before Grade 8 Grade 8 After Grade 8

Students apply their understand-
ings of whole numbers, fractions, 
and decimals to construct frequency 
tables, bar graphs, picture graphs, line 
plots, stem-and-leaf plots, double-bar 
graphs, and line graphs.* 

Students use these various represen-
tations of data to solve problems.*

Students develop an understanding 
of proportional relationships. 

Students use proportions to make 
estimates relating to a population on 
the basis of a sample.**

Students apply percentages to make 
and interpret histograms and circle 
graphs.**

Students use their knowledge of data 
displays to represent data in a variety of 
ways and compare the representations 
in order to make an informed decision 
about which representation to use for a 
given set of data.

Students fi nd, use, and interpret mea-
sures of center (mean, median, and 
mode) to summarize and analyze data.

Students fi nd, use, and interpret mea-
sures of spread (range, quartiles, outliers) 
to summarize and analyze data.

Students use data displays, measures of 
center, and measures of spread to de-
velop and create and evaluate inferences 
and predictions related to the data.

Students formulate questions that can 
be addressed with data and collect, or-
ganize, and display relevant data to 
answer them.

Students select and use appropriate 
statistical methods to analyze data.

Students develop and evaluate infer-
ences and predictions that are based 
on data.

Students understand and apply basic 
concepts of probability.

* In Grades 3−5 Connections
** In Grade 7 Connections
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 In grade 7, students also learn how to apply percents to make and inter-
pret circle graphs. For example, suppose sixty students are asked to name the 
subject in which they are getting the best grade; fifteen name science, fif-
teen name mathematics, eighteen name social studies, and twelve name lan-
guage arts. They could determine that 15 is 25% of 60, 18 is 30% of 60, and 
12 is 20% of 60. Next they could calculate that 0.25 × 360° = 90°, 0.30 × 360° 
= 108°, and 0.20 × 360° = 72°. Finally, they could use their results to make a 
circle graph, as shown in figure 4.1.

Fig. 4.1. Circle graph made by students using percents

 In grade 8, students will synthesize this prior knowledge to create new 
knowledge as they further expand their ability to analyze and summarize data 
sets.

Focusing on Analyzing and 
Summarizing Data Sets
The focus of analyzing and summarizing data sets in grade 8 is on evaluating 
the strengths and weaknesses of different data displays, learning that descrip-
tive statistics provide additional information that can be used to analyze data, 
and understanding that ways exist to study the strength of the association of 
two sets of data. Throughout the work related to this Focal Point, students 
should encounter learning experiences that are contextual. Also, as students 
study data analysis, they should compare sets of data that are slightly differ-
ent. As students observe how differences in data affect the shape of a graph, 
as illustrated in a data display, and the descriptive statistical values that are 
associated with the data, their understanding of data analysis deepens. In ad-
dition to working with data provided for them, students should also be given 
the opportunity to collect, display, and analyze their own data.

Creating and comparing different data displays
In grade 8, students further develop their ability to understand the strengths 
and weaknesses of different data displays. They learn to articulate which data 
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25% Social
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Language
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25%
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displays are best for which types of data. For students to gain this ability, they 
need opportunities to interpret data displays, as well as create data displays 
from given data sets. As students create, interpret, discuss, and compare a va-
riety of data displays for data sets of different types, they develop the ability 
to make informed decisions about which representation or representations are 
suitable to use for a given set of data. Classroom discussions like the one that 
follows give students the opportunity to create, discuss, and compare data 
displays.

 Teacher: Look at the list of scores on a quiz taken by twenty students in a 
mathematics class. When we analyze a set of data, we make summary state-
ments about it. For example, we might summarize quiz data by saying that 
most of the class did well on the quiz, or most of the class did poorly. We 
might say that a certain number of people got the same score, or that no one 
got the same score. There are many different ways that we could analyze a set 
of data so that it is meaningful to us if we know enough about the details of 
the context that the data came from. Look at the following quiz scores. The 
highest grade possible was 100, and this is the quiz given at the end of a unit. 
Are there any summary statements that you can make about the data?

70 70 80 80 95 65 65 82 82 77
85 95 95 100 100 70 77 85 55 75

 Jorge: It seems like there were both high and low grades. There seem to 
have been a lot of grades in the 80s, but I can’t really tell unless I count them 
all.
 Teacher: Jorge’s observations are correct. When we look at a list of num-
bers, it can be difficult to analyze the list because it is difficult to see patterns. 
You have learned other ways to show these data. Can anyone tell me some 
other ways that we might display this set of data rather than in a list?
 Mia: Yes; we could use a table or a graph.
 Teacher: Mia has mentioned some other ways to display these data that 
might make it easier to analyze. One of the purposes of graphing data is 
to give you a picture of the data. This picture can make it easier to analyze 
and summarize the data. Now make a data display to show these data an-
other way. Be sure your display has a title and that you label your graph as 
necessary.

 Teachers would then allow students to display the data in any way they 
wish. The purpose of this open exploration is to give students the opportunity 
to make data displays as well as to compare data displays. Through this pro-
cess, students begin to see that there are often different ways to display data 
and that, depending on what we need to learn about the data, some ways of 
displaying data are more useful than others. In these initial experiences with 
choosing their own data displays, students are likely to choose data displays 
with which they have had previous experiences. These previous experiences 
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may vary, but students are likely to have previous experience with bar graphs, 
line graphs, line plots (dot plots), stem-and-leaf plots, circle graphs, histo-
grams, and pictographs. Once students have made their data displays, teach-
ers should allow them to explain their data displays, including why they chose 
them, and encourage them to evaluate the relative strengths and weaknesses 
of the displays, as reflected in the continuation of the classroom discussion 
that follows.

 Teacher: I see that different students created different types of displays for 
this data set. Elivo, will you please share your graph?
 Elivo: I made a bar graph. First I wrote the data values in order: 55, 65, 
65, 70, 70, 70, 75, 77, 77, 80, 80, 82, 82, 85, 85, 95, 95, 95, 100, 100. Then I 
grouped together all the grades in the 50s, 60s, 70s, 80s, 90s, and 100. Then I 
used bars to show the number of students that got grades in each group.

 Teacher: How does your graph make it easier to analyze the data, Elivo?
 Elivo: Well, I can see that most of the people got grades in the 70s and 
80s. I can see that the fewest people got grades in the 50s and 100; also, that 
the same number of people got grades in the 70s and 80s.
 Teacher: Those are good observations, Elivo. Part of accurately displaying 
data is being sure that the intervals are all the same. Does anyone see a prob-
lem with the intervals in Elivo’s graph?
 Mia: I do. All the intervals include ten numbers, except the 100. That is 
only one number. I think it makes the graph a little bit misleading because 
two people got scores in the 60s, and two people got 100, but on the graph 
this is represented the same way.
 Teacher: Good observation, Mia. Since Elivo’s intervals do not each rep-
resent the same number of scores, his graph could be misleading.
 Frank: I made a graph with bars, but I think mine more accurately dis-
plays the data. I used intervals that are equal on my graph. Every bar repre-
sents ten possible grades, and the bars touch because there is no gap between 
one interval and another.
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 Teacher: Frank made a histogram, which is a graph that uses bars to show 
frequencies of data grouped in intervals. His intervals are indeed equal, and 
the frequency of each interval is the number of data values in that interval. 
An advantage of a histogram is that it gives a good idea of the shape of the 
distribution, or arrangement, of numerical data. If you compare Elivo’s graph 
and Frank’s graph, you can see that the shapes of the graphs are different. 
Since Frank’s graph uses equal intervals, the shape of his graph more accu-
rately shows a “picture” of the data. What analysis can you make from your 
graph, Frank?
 Frank: Well, I can see that most of the scores are from 71 to 100 and that 
about the same number of people got scores in the three intervals from 71 to 
100. By this graph, it seems that most people did pretty well on the quiz and 
that only a few people did poorly, or got below a 70.
 Teacher: Frank’s comments illustrate the reason we display data in an or-
ganized way. It is easier to analyze the set of data when data are displayed 
than when they are just in a list. Having a picture of the data helps you make 
more accurate summary statements about the data. One characteristic of a 
histogram that might be a disadvantage, depending upon what you want to 
know about the data, is that it does not show the actual data values. For ex-
ample, you cannot tell from looking at the graph how many students got 100, 
or whether the scores in the 60s were above or below 65. Beth, I see that you 
did not use bars to make a graph. Can you share your graph?
 Beth: I made a line graph. First I wrote the data values in order, then I 
grouped them into equal intervals, and then plotted the number of scores in 
each group. 
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 Teacher: Beth used points and lines rather than bars to show her data. 
A line graph is usually used to display changes over time, to show trends, or 
to show a relationship between two variables. This data set is a list of quiz 
scores. Beth, do you think any of these purposes of a line graph are needed 
for this set of data?
 Beth: I guess not. The quiz data do not show change over time or any 
kind of trend. It is just showing how many scores are in each group. Maybe I 
should have made a bar graph like Frank, since the lines between the points 
don’t really mean anything. I think if the data were something like one stu-
dent’s twenty quiz scores, it might be better to use a line graph, because you 
could show a trend in that person’s scores, for example, whether the person’s 
scores went down, improved, or stayed about the same.
 Teacher: Della, you made an interesting data display. Can you share it 
with the class?
 Della: My graph is different from the ones everyone has shared so far be-
cause it shows every data point. This might make it easier to interpret the 
data because you can see, for example, how many 100s there are. My graph is 
a little like a bar graph or histogram, but it uses x-marks instead of bars. The 
number of each data value is shown by that number of x-marks instead of by 
the height of a bar.
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 Teacher: Della’s graph is called a line plot. It also can be called a dot plot 
because sometimes dots are used instead of x-marks. Della described one of 
the advantages of a line plot—that it shows all the actual data values. Can 
anyone see a limitation of Della’s display?
 Della: Yes; I am limited by the scale on the number line. If, for example, 
my data ranged from 0 to 2,000 and I had to fi t this range onto the page, 
then data points close to one another, like 1,344 and 1,345, would be diffi cult 
to show accurately. Also, if I had more data points, for example 100 or 200 
quiz scores, it would take quite a bit of time to make the plot without some 
help, like from a computer.
 Teacher: Della’s observations are accurate. As we are beginning to see, 
there are disadvantages and advantages of the different kinds of graphs. Some 
of these advantages and disadvantages are based on the type of data you are 
displaying and some are characteristics of the data display itself.
 Teacher: Carmen, you made an interesting graph. Can you share it?
 Carmen: I made a circle graph. Like Frank, I fi rst wrote the data values in 
order. But I grouped them into slightly different groups, as you can see on my 
graph. 

 Teacher: How did you determine the sizes of the sectors in your graph?
 Carmen: Well, for example, I wrote 3 scores out of 20 scores as 3/20, then 
I found 3/20 of 360°: 
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So the section for the 3 scores below 70 is 54°. I found these angle measures 
for the other sections the same way: 108° for 70–79, 108° for 80–89, and 90° 
for 90–100.

 Teacher: How is your graph different from all the others that we have 
seen?
 Carmen: Well, my graph is a circle. Also it compares the number of 
grades in each category with the total number of grades.
 Teacher: You can make that comparison between the amount of data in 
a category and the amount of data in the whole set with most of the graphs 
we’ve seen, but a circle graph is especially good for displaying data in distinct 
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categories as parts of a whole. A circle graph usually uses categories to orga-
nize data. When the data items are numbers, such as these quiz scores, and 
are separated into ordered groups like Carmen’s, the groups are called inter-
vals. As we have seen in Elivo’s graph, when forming intervals, it is usually 
best to make the intervals the same size. The first interval, below 70, includes 
all scores from 0 to 69, so it is much larger than the other intervals. What are 
the sizes of Carmen’s other intervals? 
 Elivo: The 70–79 interval has ten possible scores, the 80–89 interval has 
ten possible scores, and the 90–100 interval has eleven scores.
 Teacher: Normally, you would want to have intervals that are equal so that 
you can most accurately display the data. Even though the intervals are not 
equal in Carmen’s graph, we can still use it to analyze the data. What is some 
information we can get from the circle graph?
 Carmen: I can see that the number of scores in the 80–89 range was the 
same as the number of scores in the 70–79 range and that the least number 
of people got scores below 70. The section for the 90–100 scores seems to be 
about one-quarter of the circle, so about one-quarter of the people got a score 
in this range; also the sections show that more than half the students got 
grades between 70 and 89.
 Teacher: Let’s look at one more graph. Alex, will you share your graph?
 Alex: I made a stem-and-leaf plot. Like a line plot, it shows all the actual 
data values. I put a key on it so that you could see how to read it.

Quiz Grades
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 Teacher: Alex, your plot accurately displays the data. If you turn your plot, 
you can see that it is like a bar graph, but the “bars” tell you the exact values. 
Does anyone see limitations of a stem-and-leaf plot?
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 Della: I do; they are similar to a line plot. It would be difficult to show 
many values, for example, 100 values. Also, if the values had a big range, like 
from 0 to 3,000, it would be inefficient to show them in this way.
 Teacher: Well, at least without the use of technology it would be more 
difficult.

 Through classroom discussions such as the previous one about many dif-
ferent types of data sets, students learn that some displays are more appro-
priate for some types of data and some are more appropriate for other types 
of data. They also learn that for many data sets, several types of data displays 
may be appropriate, as illustrated in figure 4.2. The circle graph and bar graph 
both show data in distinct categories, and they are both good for comparing 
the amounts in the categories. The circle graph offers the additional advan-
tage of making it easy to compare the amount in each category to the whole. 

 During classroom discussions, students should also have the opportunity 
to compare and contrast bar graphs and histograms. Through various  
experiences making and interpreting these two types of graphs, they should 
realize that both graphs use bars to show the frequency of each group and 
neither graph shows the actual data values. They should also realize that his-
tograms are used to display continuous data grouped in intervals, whereas in 
bar graphs, separated bars are used to represent discrete data grouped in dif-
ferent categories. Students should gain an appreciation that stem-and-leaf 
plots and line plots are useful when wanting to show actual data values, show-

Reflect As You Read
The class discussion in the previous section revealed a class in which students were 
able to make many different graphs for one set of data. Examine the work of your 
own students. Do they come with the same background exhibited by students in the 
previous discussion? What do your students understand about the characteristics of 
each type of graph?

Fig. 4.2. Circle graph and bar graph
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ing extremes, clustering, outliers, and range but are best suited for data sets 
that have forty or fewer data values.
 Students may also see the commonalities among some of the data dis-
plays. For example, a bar graph, line graph, histogram, line plot, and stem-
and-leaf plot all give a “picture” of the data, so they provide a good idea of the 
shape of the distribution. Although some of these displays also provide actual 
data values, others use length or area to show frequency.
 As students learn more about using different types of data displays, they 
learn that often two sets of data can be graphed on one display, for example, 
on a double-line graph, a double-bar graph, or a double stem-and-leaf plot. 
Graphing more than one set of data on one display allows students to com-
pare the data quickly, as shown in figure 4.3. By a glance at the single-bar 
graph, the students can be compared by grade; by a glance at the double-bar 
graph, boys and girls in each grade can be compared.

 Bar graphs can also be horizontal, as shown in figure 4.4.

Fig. 4.3. Single-bar graph and double-bar graph showing data from same data set
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 During their work with data displays, students learn that line graphs are 
useful when they want to show changes over time, trends, and the relationship 
between two variables. Data represented in a line graph can be either discrete 
or continuous. For discrete data, only certain values are possible, and those val-
ues are often, but not always, whole numbers. Some examples of discrete data 
are number of people in a family, number of stores in a shopping mall, and shoe 
size (which may have a limited number of fractional values). For continuous 
data, the number of possible values between any two data values is infinite. This 
does not mean there are an infinite number of values in a data set. Rather, the 
term continuous data refers to the nature of the quantity being measured or re-
corded. A good example of continuous data is a person’s height. As a girl grows 
from 40 inches tall to 41 inches tall, she grows gradually, attaining heights such 
as 40 1/2 inches, 40 13/16 inches, 40 29/32 inches, and so on. Not every height 
between 40 inches and 41 inches can be measured or recorded, but growth is 
continuous because there are no gaps from one fraction of an inch to another. 
Other examples of continuous data are age and temperature. Figure 4.5 shows 
two line graphs. Both graphs show a trend and a relationship between two vari-
ables. However, in the first graph, the data are discrete (i.e., number of partici-
pants). In the second graph, the data are continuous (i.e., height).

 Referring back to figure 4.5, it would also be appropriate to use dashed 
lines rather than solid lines to connect the data points in the school-play 
graph. The dashed lines emphasize the fact that there are no real data be-
tween the data points, that is, no fractional students.
 When reading a line graph, students learn that they need to interpret 
several aspects of the graph. First, they have to determine if the data are dis-
crete or continuous—do fractional values make sense in the given context? 

Fig. 4.5. Line graphs representing discrete data and continuous data
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They also have to understand which data points were actually measured and 
if there are meaningful data between those data points. For example, in figure 
4.6, two temperature line graphs are given. As students learn to analyze the 
data between the data points, they come to realize that in graph B, the line 
might or might not approximate the data that could have been collected be-
tween the existing data points. For example, when the temperature changes 
from 53°F to 56°F between 2:00 p.m. and 3:00 p.m., the line that shows that 
the temperature gradually increased is probably a fairly accurate representa-
tion of the actual change in temperature between the two times. However, 
in graph A, the line between 8:00 p.m. on Thursday and 8:00 p.m. on Friday 
probably does not accurately represent the actual change in temperature over 
time. There were probably much greater fluctuations between these two data 
points than indicated by the line. As students learn to analyze line graphs, it 
is important that they learn to make these types of inferences from the con-
text within which the data are situated.

 Students also learn about double-line graphs and use them to compare 
trends in data, as shown in figure 4.7. Notice that in this case, the dashed line 
is used to differentiate between the two restaurants. Neither restaurant has 
actual data between the days.
 Information about different displays that students are likely to have pre-
viously encountered is summarized in figure 4.8.
 Once students have developed the ability to decide which display is ap-
propriate for certain data and they can create and interpret different displays, 
teachers should begin to ask such questions as these:

Fig. 4.6. Graphs that show students’ need to analyze the representation of  
the line between data points
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• How can you identify a single number that is representative of the 
whole set of data?

• How can you identify a single number that describes the spread of 
the data?

Fig. 4.8. Data displays students have likely encountered before grade 8

Type of Display Strengths/Advantages/Utility Weaknesses/Disadvantages

Line graph Used to display changes over time; shows trends; 
used to show the relationship between time and 
another variable.

Care must be taken to interpret the seg-
ments connecting actual data points.

Circle graph Displays data in distinct categories; displays data 
as parts of a whole; good for comparing and con-
trasting the relative amounts in the categories. 

Useful for relative frequency; does not 
show trends or behavior over time.

Bar graph Displays data in distinct categories; good for 
comparing and contrasting the amounts in the 
categories. 

Categories are often not in any order; 
data must be interpreted appropriately.

Histogram Good for displaying data that can be grouped into 
ordered intervals; gives a good idea of the shape 
of the distribution.

Does not show actual data values.

Line plot Good way to show extremes, clustering, outliers, 
and range; shows actual data values.

Not good when there are many data val-
ues or when the range of the data values 
is great.

Stem-and-leaf plot Helps you see how data are distributed; shows 
actual data values; helps you see repeated data 
values and other patterns.

Not good when there are many data val-
ues or when the range of the data values 
is great.

Pictograph Helps you quickly compare differences in numeri-
cal data.

Often shows approximate instead of ac-
tual data values.

Fig. 4.7. Double-line graph
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As students search for answers to these questions, they begin to realize that 
the answers are not easily found in their data displays or in the data sets 
themselves. This realization provides teachers with the opportunity to intro-
duce the purpose of studying descriptive statistics, which includes measures 
of center, spread, and distribution.

Measures of center
In grade 8, students find, use, and interpret measures of center to summarize 
and analyze data. These measures include mean, median, mode, and mid-
range. The purpose of identifying a measure of center is to choose a single 
number, or representative value, that represents an entire data set. Students 
may be familiar with the term average as another name for measure of center. 
Average is used because the measure of center can be thought of as a “nor-
mal” or “typical” value in the data set. This term, however, can be misleading 
because it is often used interchangeably with mean; for example, the phrase 
“average speed” is usually used to refer to the mean speed and the phrase “av-
erage temperature” is used to refer to the mean temperature. Additionally, the 
mode is sometimes not considered to be a measure of center; however, it is a 
representative or typical member of a data set, one of the characteristics of a 
measure of center.
 The mean of a data set is the sum of the values in the data set divided 
by the number of values. Students should understand a mean as a fair-share 
measure as well as a balance point (Franklin et al. 2007). It is beneficial for 
students to explore the concept of the mean through concrete experiences be-
fore they use addition and division to compute the mean. Examples of differ-
ent ways to model the mean are shown in figure 4.9.

Fig. 4.9. Modeling mean
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Model 1—Mean as a fair-share measure
Each tile has the value 1.

1. Represent each data value with tiles or 
 any objects.

2. Redistribute the tiles by putting all the 
groups together and redistributing them 
evenly into the same number of groups.

The mean is the number in each equal group. 
The mean is 2.

Model 2—Mean as a balance point
Each tile has the value of its position on a number line.

Step 1. Represent 
the data values with 
tiles on a number 
line as you would 
make a line plot.

Steps 2−4. Move tiles from the outside in, balancing 
each left movement of a tile with an equal right 
movement of a different tile.

Move a tile from 1 to 2. 
Move a tile from 4 to 3. 

Move a tile from 1 to 2. 
Move a tile from 3 to 2. 

Move a tile from 1 to 2. 
Move a tile from 3 to 2. 

The mean is 2 because all the tiles are in the 2 position when no more movement is possible. The 
mean is the “balance point.” If a fulcrum (pivot) is placed there with the data returned to their 
original positions, the system is in balance.

(Continued on next page)



Focus in Grade 8: Teaching with Curriculum Focal Points

112

 Figure 4.10 shows the definitions of mean and other measures of center 
along with some examples.
 As students begin exploring measures of center and other descriptive sta-
tistics, teachers should carefully craft learning experiences to give students the 
opportunity to discover that although measures of center are often very use-
ful, a measure of center alone does not fully describe a data set. Additionally, 
students should begin to realize that one measure of center may be a more 
representative value for a given data set than another. Experiences can include 
contextual examples in which different data sets have the same measures of 
center, as illustrated in figure 4.11. As students analyze the two sets of data, 
they may observe that most students received an 80 on the mathematics quiz 
but no student received an 80 on the history quiz. They might also state that 
there were four 100s on the history quiz but only one 100 on the mathemat-
ics quiz. As students compare and contrast the data sets and line plots, they 
reinforce in their own minds that these measures of center do not fully de-
scribe the data.
 Students’ study of measures of center should also include opportunities 
for them to realize how changes in data values affect the different measures 
of center. Teachers can accomplish this by giving students a data set, having 
them find its measures of center, and then purposefully changing the data set 
so that students can analyze how a particular change affected the measures of 
center as shown in figures 4.12, 4.13, and 4.14.

Fig. 4.9. Modeling mean—Continued
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Data set: 3, 1, 2, 2, 4, 1, 1

Model 1—Mean as a fair-share measure
Each tile has the value 1.

1. Represent each data value with tiles or 
 any objects.

2. Redistribute the tiles by putting all the 
groups together and redistributing them 
evenly into the same number of groups.

The mean is the number in each equal group. 
The mean is 2.

Model 2—Mean as a balance point
Each tile has the value of its position on a number line.

Step 1. Represent 
the data values with 
tiles on a number 
line as you would 
make a line plot.

Steps 2−4. Move tiles from the outside in, balancing 
each left movement of a tile with an equal right 
movement of a different tile.

Move a tile from 1 to 2. 
Move a tile from 4 to 3. 

Move a tile from 1 to 2. 
Move a tile from 3 to 2. 

Move a tile from 1 to 2. 
Move a tile from 3 to 2. 

The mean is 2 because all the tiles are in the 2 position when no more movement is possible. The 
mean is the “balance point.” If a fulcrum (pivot) is placed there with the data returned to their 
original positions, the system is in balance.



Focusing on Analyzing and Summarizing Data Sets

113

 The original data set given in figure 4.12 is characterized by having a 
cluster of values in the middle of the set and the same number of values 
above and below that cluster. Through their completion of many activities 
with data sets having these characteristics, students begin to see that when 
values are added to the lower end of a data set such as this, the mean de-
creases; when values are added to the upper end of the data set, the mean in-
creases; and when values are added to the middle of a data set, the mean stays 

Fig. 4.10. Definitions and examples of different measures of center
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(–1, –2)

Mean:      

Median: Write the data values in order and then identify the middle value: 2 4 6 8 8.

The median is 6. (Half of the data are above 6; half are below 6.)

Midrange: The extremes are 2 and 8. Midrange = 

Mode: The mode is 8.

Mean: 

Median: Write the data values in order. The number of values is even. Identify the two 
middle values. 0 0 1 4 7 7 8 9

Find the mean of the two middle values.   

The median is 5.5. (Half of the data are above 5.5; half are below 5.5.)

Midrange:  The extremes are 0 and 9. Midrange = 

Mode:  The modes are 0 and 7.
     

Definitions of measures of center of a data set

The mean is the sum of the values divided by the number of values.

The median is the middle value when the values are written in numerical order. If the number of values is 
even, the median is the mean of the two middle values. 

The midrange is the mean of the extremes.

The mode is the value that occurs most often. A data set can have no mode (that is, there is no data value 
that occurs more than once), one mode, or more than one mode. Mode is actually sometimes considered 
a representation of distribution rather than a measure of center.

Data Set Measures of Center

2, 6, 8, 8, 4

4, 0, 1, 0, 
9, 7, 7, 8

Examples
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about the same. They can also surmise that when there is a cluster of data in 
the middle of the data set, when values are added to the lower and upper end, 
the median may not be affected.

Fig. 4.11. Different data sets with the same measures of center
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Mean 80 80
Median 80 80
Midrange 80 80
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Fig. 4.12. Activity 1—comparing the effects of additional data on measures of center
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Set A
1. Original data set:

70, 80, 80, 80, 90

Mean = 80

Median = 80

Mode = 80

The mean, median, and mode are all the same.

The graph is symmetric, with the value of the measures of center, 80, in the middle.

2. Add 60 to the original data set:

60, 70, 80, 80, 80, 90

Mean =  

Median = 80

Mode = 80

The new data value, 60, was added to the lower end of the data set.

The mean decreased; the median and mode are the same.

The graph is no longer symmetric; it is stretched out somewhat to the left.

3. Add 100 to the original data set:

70, 80, 80, 80, 90, 100

Mean =  

Median = 80

Mode = 80

The new data value, 100, was added to the upper end of the data set.

The mean increased; the median and mode are the same.

The graph is no longer symmetric; it is stretched out somewhat to the right.

4. Add 80 to the original data set:

70, 80, 80, 80, 80, 90

Mean = 80

Median = 80

Mode = 80

The new data value, 80, was added to the middle of the data set.

The mean, median, and mode stayed the same.

The graph is still symmetric, with more values in the center.

(Continued on nect page)
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Fig. 4.12. Activity 1—comparing the effects of additional data on measures of center—Continued
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Set A
1. Original data set:

70, 80, 80, 80, 90

Mean = 80

Median = 80

Mode = 80

The mean, median, and mode are all the same.

The graph is symmetric, with the value of the measures of center, 80, in the middle.

2. Add 60 to the original data set:

60, 70, 80, 80, 80, 90

Mean =  

Median = 80

Mode = 80

The new data value, 60, was added to the lower end of the data set.

The mean decreased; the median and mode are the same.

The graph is no longer symmetric; it is stretched out somewhat to the left.

3. Add 100 to the original data set:

70, 80, 80, 80, 90, 100

Mean =  

Median = 80

Mode = 80

The new data value, 100, was added to the upper end of the data set.

The mean increased; the median and mode are the same.

The graph is no longer symmetric; it is stretched out somewhat to the right.

4. Add 80 to the original data set:

70, 80, 80, 80, 80, 90

Mean = 80

Median = 80

Mode = 80

The new data value, 80, was added to the middle of the data set.

The mean, median, and mode stayed the same.

The graph is still symmetric, with more values in the center.

Fig. 4.13. Activity 2—comparing the effects of additional data on measures of center
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Set B
1. Original data set:

70, 70, 70, 80, 90, 90, 90

Mean = 80

Median = 80

Modes = 70, 90

The mean and median are the same.

There are two modes, 70 and 90. The graph is symmetrical around 80.

2. Add 60 to the original data set:

60, 70, 70, 70, 80, 90, 90, 90

Mean = 77.5

Median = 75

Modes = 70, 90

The new data value, 60, was added to the lower end of the data set.

The mean and median decreased; the modes are the same.

The graph is stretched out somewhat to the left.

3. Add 100 to the original data set:

70, 70, 70, 80, 90, 90, 90, 100

Mean = 82.5

Median = 85

Modes = 70, 90

The new data value, 100, was added to the upper end of the data set.

The mean and median increased; the modes are the same.

The graph is stretched out somewhat to the right.

4. Add 80 to the original data set:

70, 70, 70, 80, 80, 90, 90, 90

Mean = 80

Median = 80

Modes = 70, 90

The new data value, 80, was added to the middle of the data set.

The mean, median, and modes stayed the same.

The graph is perfectly symmetric, like the original graph, with 80 in the middle and high at the modes, 
70 and 90. It is just slightly higher in the middle at 80 than the original graph.

(Continued on next page)
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 The original data set given in figure 4.13 is characterized by having a 
cluster of values at the lower end, a cluster of values at the upper end, and few 
values in the middle of the data set. Through their completion of many ac-
tivities with data sets having these characteristics, students begin to see that 
when values are added to the lower end of a data set such as this, the mean 
and median decrease; when values are added to the upper end of the data set, 
the mean and median increase; and when values are added to the middle of 
the data set, the mean and median stay about the same.

Fig. 4.13. Activity 2—comparing the effects of additional data on measures of center—Continued
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Set B
1. Original data set:

70, 70, 70, 80, 90, 90, 90

Mean = 80

Median = 80

Modes = 70, 90

The mean and median are the same.

There are two modes, 70 and 90. The graph is symmetrical around 80.

2. Add 60 to the original data set:

60, 70, 70, 70, 80, 90, 90, 90

Mean = 77.5

Median = 75

Modes = 70, 90

The new data value, 60, was added to the lower end of the data set.

The mean and median decreased; the modes are the same.

The graph is stretched out somewhat to the left.

3. Add 100 to the original data set:

70, 70, 70, 80, 90, 90, 90, 100

Mean = 82.5

Median = 85

Modes = 70, 90

The new data value, 100, was added to the upper end of the data set.

The mean and median increased; the modes are the same.

The graph is stretched out somewhat to the right.

4. Add 80 to the original data set:

70, 70, 70, 80, 80, 90, 90, 90

Mean = 80

Median = 80

Modes = 70, 90

The new data value, 80, was added to the middle of the data set.

The mean, median, and modes stayed the same.

The graph is perfectly symmetric, like the original graph, with 80 in the middle and high at the modes, 
70 and 90. It is just slightly higher in the middle at 80 than the original graph.

Fig. 4.14. Activity 3—comparing the effects of additional data on measures of center
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Set C
1. Original data set:

50, 70, 80, 90

Mean = 72.5

Median = 75

Mode: none

The mean and median are different. There is no mode.

The graph is not symmetric; all columns are the same height.

2. Add 50 to the original data set:

50, 50, 70, 80, 90

Mean = 68

Median = 70

Mode: 50

The new value, 50, was added to the low end of the data set. 

The mean and median decreased, and now there is a mode.

The graph is still not symmetric; now the tallest column is at the low end of the data.

3. Add 100 to the original data set:

50, 70, 80, 90, 100

Mean = 78

Median = 80

Mode: none

The new value, 100, was added to the upper end of the data set.

The mean and median increased, and there is still no mode.

The graph is still not symmetric; all columns are the same height.

4. Add 80 to the original data set:

50, 70, 80, 80, 90

Mean = 74

Median = 80

Mode: 80

The new value, 80, was added to the middle of the data set.

The mean increased, the median stayed the same, and there is now a mode.

The graph is still not symmetric; now the tallest column is near the middle of the data.

(Continued on next page)



Focusing on Analyzing and Summarizing Data Sets

117

 The original data set given in figure 4.14 is characterized by not having a 
cluster of values; all the values have about the same occurrence. Through their 
completion of many activities with data sets having these characteristics, stu-
dents begin to see that when values are added to the lower end of a data set 
such as this, the mean and median decrease and, if the added value is already 
in the set, the mode changes. When values are added to the upper end of the 
data set, the mean and median increase, and if the added value is already in 
the set, the mode changes. When values are added to the middle of a data set, 
the mean and median may or may not be affected. It depends on whether the 
new value is exactly in the middle of the values or is less or greater than the 
middle values. If the added value is already in the set, the mode changes. 

Fig. 4.14. Activity 3—comparing the effects of additional data on measures of center—Continued
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Set C
1. Original data set:

50, 70, 80, 90

Mean = 72.5

Median = 75

Mode: none

The mean and median are different. There is no mode.

The graph is not symmetric; all columns are the same height.

2. Add 50 to the original data set:

50, 50, 70, 80, 90

Mean = 68

Median = 70

Mode: 50

The new value, 50, was added to the low end of the data set. 

The mean and median decreased, and now there is a mode.

The graph is still not symmetric; now the tallest column is at the low end of the data.

3. Add 100 to the original data set:

50, 70, 80, 90, 100

Mean = 78

Median = 80

Mode: none

The new value, 100, was added to the upper end of the data set.

The mean and median increased, and there is still no mode.

The graph is still not symmetric; all columns are the same height.

4. Add 80 to the original data set:

50, 70, 80, 80, 90

Mean = 74

Median = 80

Mode: 80

The new value, 80, was added to the middle of the data set.

The mean increased, the median stayed the same, and there is now a mode.

The graph is still not symmetric; now the tallest column is near the middle of the data.
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 Figure 4.15 provides a summary of generalizations about the shape of a 
data distribution, measures of center, and how measures of center and a dis-
tribution shape are affected by changes in data that students should be able 
to make after many experiences with adding data to data sets with different 
characteristics.

 After students have several experiences finding measures of center and 
analyzing the effect that changes in different types of data sets have on these 
measures, they are ready to begin evaluating whether all measures of center 
are equally reflective of the data in every context. Students begin to realize 
that they need to make decisions about which measures of center best repre-
sent certain data and begin gaining the ability to describe situations in which 
a particular measure of center would be more reflective of the data than an-
other. Students also learn that in certain situations, measures of center can be 
misleading.
 Whether a measure of center is reflective of a data set is based on the 
context in which that data set is generated. Because of this, teachers should 

Fig. 4.15. Summary of how changes in data affect  
measures of center

X
X

X
X

• If a data set is symmetric about a data value, then that value is  
 the mean and median.

• If a data value is inserted in the low end of a data set, then—

– the mean decreases.

– the median might decrease.

– the mode is not affected unless the inserted data value becomes 
 a mode.

– if the shape of the original graph is symmetric, then the shape of
 the new graph is not symmetric, with another value to the left of 
 the original center.

• If a data value is inserted in the high end of a data set, then—

– the mean increases.

– the median might increase.

– the mode is not affected unless the inserted data value becomes 
 a mode.

– if the shape of the original graph is symmetric, then the shape of 
 the new graph is not symmetric, with another value to the right of 
 the original center.

• If a data value is inserted in the middle of a data set, then—

– the mean and median may or may not be affected, but the change 
 will be minimal.

– the mode is not affected unless the inserted data value becomes 
 a mode.

– if the shape of the original graph is symmetric, then the shape of 
 the new graph will still be symmetric or somewhat symmetric.
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construct a series of purposeful, contextual experiences in which students 
can first observe and then determine the most appropriate measure of cen-
ter. Problems such as the ones provided in the following classroom discussion 
give students these opportunities.

 Teacher: Let’s look at some problems and decide if all measures of center 
accurately reflect a representative value for the set of data or if one measure of 
center is more appropriate to use than another. Suppose the following num-
bers represent a student’s ten mathematics quiz scores. What are the mean, 
median, and mode?

  90 100 100 70 90
100 100 70 80 70

 Barry: The grades in order from least to greatest are 70, 70, 70, 80, 90, 
90, 100, 100, 100, 100. The mean is 870/10 = 87; the median is 90; the mode 
is 100.
 Teacher: Each of these measures has a different value. Which measure of 
center do you think best represents the data?
 Ayaan: I think the mean best represents the data because it seems to 
be most like the student’s overall performance. Although the student got 
the most 100s, he or she also got grades much lower than 100, so the mode 
is not as good. The middle grade, the median, is 90, but some of the stu-
dent’s grades are much lower than 90 (for example, he got three 70s), so the 
90 seems too high to represent all the grades. I think the mean, as a balance 
point, is the best value to use to describe this data.
 Teacher: You provided logical support for your reasoning. Let’s look at 
another data set. Suppose your family owns a grocery store. You sell cereal 
in 12-ounce, 16-ounce, 20-ounce, and 24-ounce boxes. You make the same 
amount of profit on each size. The data values below are ounces, showing the 
last 20 boxes you sold. Find the mean, median, and mode of the data.

12 16 12 16 16 24 20 12 20 12
16 12 20 12 24 12 20 24 12 24

 Cheryl: The order of the data from least to greatest is 12, 12, 12, 12, 12, 
12, 12, 12, 16, 16, 16, 16, 20, 20, 20, 20, 24, 24, 24, 24. The mean is 336/20 = 
16.8; the median is 16; and the mode is 12.
 Teacher: Now suppose a supplier offers a discount on the next shipment if 
you order all boxes of the same size. If your family decides to take advantage 
of the offer, which measure of center should your family use to determine the 
best size to order?
 Jim: I think my family should use mode. The data indicates that we sell 
more of that size than any other size. The mean is 16.8, and you can’t order a 
16.8-ounce size because it is not available. It makes most sense in this case to 
order the size box that people buy most often, which is the mode, 12.
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 Teacher: I understand your reasoning, Jim. So in the case of the grades, 
the mean was the most appropriate measure of center to use, but in the case 
of the cereal boxes, it was the mode. Let’s look at another situation. Suppose 
a company placed this advertisement in a magazine. 

 The company has nine employees, including the vice-president and presi-
dent. These are their salaries. What are the mean, median, and mode of the 
salaries?

 $35,000 $35,000 $35,000 $40,000 $40,000  
 $42,000 $42,000 $143,000 $200,000

 Janie: The mean is $612,000/9 = $68,000; the median is $40,000; and the 
mode is $35,000.
 Teacher: Those measures of center are correct. Is the advertisement 
truthful?
 Jim: Well, the advertisement is not untruthful because the mean is 
$68,000, and the mean is a measure of center, and so it is a representative val-
ue of the salaries. You could say that it is the average salary of the people who 
work at the company.
 Gladys: Well, I think that saying that $68,000 is a representative salary 
might be technically true, but it is misleading. The mean of the salaries is 
raised because of the vice-president’s and president’s salaries, which are much 
greater than the other employees’ salaries. If you get a job with this company, 
it is likely that you will get a salary that is much lower than $68,000. I think 
that the median, $40,000, would be more representative of the data set, in 
that it would give someone applying a more accurate idea of how much they 
might make if they got the job.
 Teacher: Jim and Gladys bring up important points. Jim’s point shows us 
that it is possible for measures of center to be intentionally or unintentionally 
misleading. Gladys emphasizes that you need to look carefully at the data and 
the measures of center before you use measures of center to make decisions 
or draw conclusions. In some cases, such as this one, the median might be a 
more representative value than the mean. Let’s look at one last data set. The 
points a basketball player scored in ten games are these:

 5 6 8 8 8 10 10 11 11 12

What are the mean, median, and mode of the data? 

Career Opportunities!
Established Company
Representative Salary: $68,000



Focusing on Analyzing and Summarizing Data Sets

121

 Kimberly: The mean is 89/10 = 8.9; the median is 9; and the mode is 8.
 Teacher: Kimberly, which measure of center best represents the player’s 
contribution to the team? 
 Kimberly: Well, in this case, all the measure-of-center values are about 
the same. I would say that you could use any of them.
 Teacher: Good observation, Kimberly. Sometimes the measures of center 
have about the same value, so any of them can be considered representative of 
the data set.

 As students are given the opportunity to explore and discuss many dif-
ferent situations that involve a variety of data sets, they will gain the ability to 
describe types of situations in which one measure of center is more appropri-
ate to use than another.

Measures of spread
As students continue their exploration of descriptive statistics, they learn that 
the use of measures of center is only one way to summarize and analyze data. 
Another way is to use measures of spread, also called measures of variability, 
to indicate how spread out the data values are. To understand these measures, 
students need to know about extremes, clusters, and outliers.
 Extremes are the least value, or minimum, and the greatest value, or max-
imum, in a data set. A cluster forms when many values in a data set are close 
together. As shown in figure 4.16, clusters can be identified on data displays 
and in lists of numbers that have been ordered.

Fig. 4.16. Data displays and lists of data that show clusters
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 An outlier is a value that is much greater or much less than most of the 
other values in the set. In the data sets that students will consider in grade 8, 
outliers are the extreme values. In later grades, however, students will partici-
pate in more in-depth outlier analysis that may result in outliers not being in-
cluded in data representations and descriptive statistics (Franklin et al. 2007).
 In grade 8, students learn about two measures of spread: range and inter-
quartile range. The range of data is the difference between the two extremes, 
the maximum value minus the minimum value. For example, for the follow-
ing set of quiz scores—

  60  70  76  76  76  80  80  80  80  80  82  82  85  86  86  88  88  90  90  100

the minimum is 60, the maximum is 100, and 

range = maximum – minimum = 100 – 60 = 40.

To find the interquartile range, students need to understand how to separate 
the data into four parts. In this procedure, students apply their understand-
ing of median as the middle of an ordered data set. The median separates 
the data set into two halves: the lower half and the upper half. Students learn 
that if they then find the median of the lower half of the data and the median 
of the upper half of the data, they have divided the whole data set into four 
parts, or quartiles (quart—meaning four), as shown in figure 4.17.

 The interquartile range (IQR) is the difference between the first and 
third quartiles. So, referring back to figure 4.17, interquartile range = Q3 – Q1 
= 87 – 78 = 9.
 To summarize, the range is a measure of the spread of an entire data set 
from minimum to maximum, and the interquartile range is a measure of the 
spread of the middle half of the data set from Q1 to Q3, as illustrated in figure 
4.18.

Fig. 4.17. Quartiles separating the distribution of the data into fourths
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First quartile, or Q1:  Median of the lower half of the data

Second quartile, or Q2:  Median of all the data

Third quartile, or Q3:  Median of the upper half of the data
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 Students learn that quartiles divide data into four parts in which approxi-
mately one-fourth of the data are below the first quartile, approximately one-
fourth of the data are between the first quartile and the median (or the sec-
ond quartile), approximately one-fourth of the data are between the median 
and the third quartile, and approximately one-fourth of the data are above 
the third quartile. The interquartile range, then, incorporates about two-
fourths of the data, or about half of the data. However, as will become appar-
ent to students as they expand their study of spread and quartiles, the fourths 
into which quartiles divide data are not always exactly equal.
 Students learn that they can use quartiles and interquartiles to further 
analyze and summarize data. In students’ previous work with data analysis, 
they have gained an appreciation that it is easier to see patterns in the data 
when the data are displayed visually rather than as a list of values. Through 
classroom discussions about this prior knowledge, teachers can guide students 
to realize that a display that shows a “picture” of the quartile and interquartile 
information would be a useful aid when analyzing data. After discussions 
such as these, students are then ready for teachers to introduce the box-and-
whisker plot, or a box plot.  Students can also learn how to use the five-num-
ber summary of the data—the maximum, minimum, median, and first and 
third quartiles—to make a box-and-whisker plot, as shown in figure 4.19.

Fig. 4.18. Range and interquartile range (IQR) of a data set

range = 100 – 60 = 40

IQR = 87– 78 = 9

60  70  76  76  76  80  80  80  80  80  82  82  85  86  86  88  88  90  90  100

Fig. 4.19. Making a box-and-whisker plot

Data set: 60, 61, 78, 78, 79, 81, 83, 85, 87, 99, 100
Step 1: Plot the minimum, maximum, median, and first and third quartiles on a number line.

Minimum: 60 Maximum: 100 Median (Q2): 81

First quartile (Q1): 78 Second quartile (Q3): 87

     minimum                                     Q1  Q2             Q3                     maximum

50 60 70 80 90 100

median

     minimum                                     Q1  Q2             Q3                     maximum

50 60 70 80 90 100

median

Step 2: Draw a rectangle (the box) from Q1 to Q3. Draw a short vertical line segment inside 
the rectangle at the median (Q2). Draw horizontal line segments (the whiskers) from the minimum 
to Q1 and from Q3 to the maximum.

Note: The box-and-whisker plot can be drawn vertically as well as horizontally.

(Continued on next page)
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 Students can then observe that in a box-and-whisker plot, the lowest 
fourth of the data are represented by the left whisker, the middle half are rep-
resented by the box, and the highest fourth are represented by the right whis-
ker. The box-and-whisker plot in figure 4.19 shows that half of the data are 
clustered about the median and the rest are widely spread out. 
 To interpret a box-and-whisker plot, students need to understand that 
it shows the spread of the data from the minimum to the maximum, which 
is the range (the entire length of the box and both whiskers). It also shows 
the “middle spread” about the median, which is the interquartile range (the 
length of the box). It is evident by comparing the box-and-whisker plots of 
the data sets shown in figure 4.20 that they have the same minimum, same 
maximum, same range, and same median. But the greater interquartile range 
of data set 2 indicates a greater “middle” spread about the median; that is, the 
data in data set 2 are not as tightly clustered about the median as the data in 
data set 1; the data are more spread out.

Fig. 4.19. Making a box-and-whisker plot—Continued

Data set: 60, 61, 78, 78, 79, 81, 83, 85, 87, 99, 100
Step 1: Plot the minimum, maximum, median, and first and third quartiles on a number line.

Minimum: 60 Maximum: 100 Median (Q2): 81

First quartile (Q1): 78 Second quartile (Q3): 87

     minimum                                     Q1  Q2             Q3                     maximum

50 60 70 80 90 100

median

     minimum                                     Q1  Q2             Q3                     maximum

50 60 70 80 90 100

median

Step 2: Draw a rectangle (the box) from Q1 to Q3. Draw a short vertical line segment inside 
the rectangle at the median (Q2). Draw horizontal line segments (the whiskers) from the minimum 
to Q1 and from Q3 to the maximum.

Note: The box-and-whisker plot can be drawn vertically as well as horizontally.

Fig. 4.20. Comparing box-and-whisker plots

X
X

X
X

50 60 70 80 90 100

Data set 1

Data set 2
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 Analyzing data on box-and-whisker plots aids in the consideration of 
the statistical meaning of the data. For example, referring back to figure 4.20, 
suppose the data sets reflect grades on two different quizzes. The teacher that 
administered the quiz would make the box-and-whisker plots to summarize 
the data and learn something about how the students performed on the two 
quizzes. The teacher can tell from the plots that in data set 2 there is a greater 
variability of scores in the interquartile range. Although the medians are the 
same, more students scored lower and more students scored higher on the 
second quiz.
 As students begin to learn how to analyze box-and-whisker plots, it is 
important that they gain an understanding of what the box and whiskers in 
the plot represent. For example, they should learn that although one whis-
ker may be longer than another, each whisker in a plot represents about one-
fourth of the data and therefore about the same number of values. Also, when 
comparing two box-and-whisker plots, students need to develop the under-
standing that a longer box in one graph may or may not represent more data 
values than a shorter box or whisker in another graph. Both boxes represent 
about half of the data values; therefore, if there are about the same number of 
data values in both sets of data, then the longer box indicates that the values 
are more spread out with respect to the median, and the shorter plot indicates 
less variability. In a box-and-whisker plot, the length of the box and whiskers 
indicates the spread of the data, not the size of the data set, as shown in fig-
ure 4.21.

 As students begin exploring measures of spread, as with measures of cen-
ter, teachers should carefully craft learning experiences to give students the 
opportunity to discover that, although measures of spread are often very use-
ful, a measure of spread alone does not fully describe a data set. Experiences 
should include contextual examples in which different data sets have the 
same measure of spread, as illustrated in figure 4.22. Students can be shown 
the box-and-whisker plots and asked to discuss their measures of spread. 

Fig. 4.21. Example showing that the size of a box-and-whisker plot does not indicate  
the size of the data set

50 60 70 80 90 100

Period 1 class: 36 students

Period 2 class: 20 students

Results of a Quiz in Two Different Classes
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They discover that the measures of spread—the range and the interquartile 
range—are the same but that the data sets used to create the plots are very 
different. As students analyze two sets of data, they should observe that al-
though the range and interquartile range are the same in both sets of data, the 
extremes, median, and first and third quartile values for the data for company 
A are lower than the corresponding values for company B; thus, although the 
spread and variability of the salaries in the two companies are the same, the 
overall salaries in company A are lower than the salaries in company B. As 
students compare and contrast the box-and-whisker plots, they reinforce in 
their own minds that these measures of spread, then, do not fully describe the 
data.

Fig. 4.22. Different data sets with the same measures of spread

Company A

20  20  26  30  30  36  38  38  40  40  40  50  50

Q1 = $28,000 median = $38,000 Q3 = $40,000

range = $50,000 – $20,000 = $30,000

interquartile range = $40,000 – $28,000 = $12,000

Company B

30  30  40  44  46  46  46  52  52  54  56  56  60  60  60

Q1 = $44,000 median = $52,000 Q3 = $56,000

range = $60,000 – $30,000 = $30,000

interquartile range = $56,000 – $44,000 = $12,000

$10,000 $20,000 $30,000 $40,000 $50,000 $60,000 $70,000

Data set A 

Data set B 

Annual Salaries for Local Companies (in Thousands of Dollars)
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 As students’ understanding of descriptive statistics deepens, they begin to 
appreciate that each measure contributes to an understanding of the data set 
and, although the measures of center and spread taken together do not thor-
oughly describe a data set, together they give a more complete picture of the 
data than each measure alone.

 As with measures of center, students should be given carefully construct-
ed sets of data values so that they can observe how changes in data values can 
affect measures of spread. Through class discussions of related sets of data, 
such as the ones in figure 4.23, students can learn to generalize, then predict, 
how a change in data values will affect the spread and distribution of the data 
as shown in a box-and-whisker plot.

Reflect As You Read
How well would your students respond to the following prompt? 

Given a set of data, create box plots and then write a paragraph about the conclu-
sions that can be drawn. All conclusions should be backed up with data, descriptive 
statistics, or measures of spread.

Fig. 4.23. How a change in a data value can affect spread

$10,000 $20,000 $30,000 $40,000 $50,000 $60,000 $70,000

$10,000 $20,000 $30,000 $40,000 $50,000 $60,000 $70,000

Original

Original 

Plots:

Plots:

Changed

Changed

Original data set (in thousands of dollars)

20  20  26  30  30  36  38  38  40  40  40  50  50

Q1 = $28,000  median = $38,000 Q3 = $40,000

range = $50,000 – $20,000 = $30,000

interquartile range: $40,000 – $28,000 = $12,000

Change

Change one of the $40,000 salaries to $50,000:

20  20  26  30  30  36  38  38  40  40  50  50  50

Q1 = $28,000 median = $38,000 Q3 = $45,000

range = $50,000 – $20,000 = $30,000

interquartile range: $45,000 – $28,000 = $17,000

Original data set (in thousands of dollars)

20  20  26  30  30  36  38  38  40  40  40  50  50

Q1 = $28,000  median = $38,000 Q3 = $40,000

range = $50,000 – $20,000 = $30,000

interquartile range: $40,000 – $28,000 = $12,000

Change

Change one of the $50,000 salaries to $65,000:

20  20  26  30  30  36  38  38  40  40  40  50  65

Q1 = $28,000 median = $38,000 Q3 = $40,000

range = $65,000 – $20,000 = $45,000

interquartile range: $40,000 – $28,000 = $12,000

(Continued)
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 Through guided, structured activities such as the one in figure 4.23, stu-
dents can learn to generalize that often when data are changed, the quartile 
in which the change occurs is affected. If extremes are changed, the range and 
interquartile range may be affected. These changes can affect how the data 
are distributed about the median.

Scatter plots
After students have had many opportunities to explore familiar data displays 
and have used descriptive statistics, including measures of center and spread, 
to summarize data, teachers should begin to ask such questions as “We have 
the data about quiz scores. We also have data about the number of hours that 
students studied for the quiz. Suppose we wanted to find out if there was a 
relationship between these two sets of data. What statistical tools have we 
learned to explore this relationship?” Teachers should engage in classroom 
discussions that allow for students’ dialogue about all the different kinds 
of graphs and statistical measures that they have learned and whether they 
would be sufficient to answer this question. As students discuss the question, 
they should begin to realize that none of the tools they have learned so far 
seem adequate to investigate this question.
 It is then that teachers can introduce the concept of the scatter plot. 
Teachers should explain that the data that students have investigated, such as 
the quiz score data, consist of a set of data involving a single variable, so the 
data are called single-variable data, or univariate data. However, questions 
such as the one posed about the quiz-score data and the number of hours 
studying allude to two variables that may possibly be related. A data set in-
volving two variables is called bivariate data. To find out if there is a correla-

Fig. 4.23. How a change in a data value can affect spread—Continued

$10,000 $20,000 $30,000 $40,000 $50,000 $60,000 $70,000

$10,000 $20,000 $30,000 $40,000 $50,000 $60,000 $70,000

Original

Original 

Plots:

Plots:

Changed

Changed

Original data set (in thousands of dollars)

20  20  26  30  30  36  38  38  40  40  40  50  50

Q1 = $28,000  median = $38,000 Q3 = $40,000

range = $50,000 – $20,000 = $30,000

interquartile range: $40,000 – $28,000 = $12,000

Change

Change one of the $40,000 salaries to $50,000:

20  20  26  30  30  36  38  38  40  40  50  50  50

Q1 = $28,000 median = $38,000 Q3 = $45,000

range = $50,000 – $20,000 = $30,000

interquartile range: $45,000 – $28,000 = $17,000

Original data set (in thousands of dollars)

20  20  26  30  30  36  38  38  40  40  40  50  50

Q1 = $28,000  median = $38,000 Q3 = $40,000

range = $50,000 – $20,000 = $30,000

interquartile range: $40,000 – $28,000 = $12,000

Change

Change one of the $50,000 salaries to $65,000:

20  20  26  30  30  36  38  38  40  40  40  50  65

Q1 = $28,000 median = $38,000 Q3 = $40,000

range = $65,000 – $20,000 = $45,000

interquartile range: $40,000 – $28,000 = $12,000
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tion in bivariate data, students learn that they can use a data display called a 
scatter plot. So, for example, to investigate the question as to whether there 
is a relationship or correlation between the scores on the quiz and the time 
spent studying, students can organize the values for the two variables to form 
a relation of twenty ordered pairs of the form (t, s): (0, 60), (10, 70), and so 
on, where t is the time each student studied and s is the score that student 
made on the quiz. Students can then apply what they know about ordered 
pairs to graph them on a coordinate grid to make a scatter plot, as shown in 
figure 4.24.

Fig. 4.24. Organizing data and using a scatter plot to explore a relationship between quiz score  
and time spent studying

Data about twenty students’ scores on the quiz and the time they spent studying:

Student 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Time (minutes) t 0 10 20 0 10 30 20 20 15 15

Score s 60 70 76 76 76 80 80 80 80 80

Student 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20

Time (minutes) t 30 30 35 25 20 35 20 40 40 50

Score s 82 82 85 86 86 88 88 90 90 100

Scatter plot of the relationship:
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 Students notice that there appear to be sixteen dots in the scatter plot 
rather than twenty because repeated ordered pairs, such as (20, 80), are repre-
sented with a single point. However, it is important to keep a record that this 
point is a combination of three data points when using the display to inter-
pret the data.
 As students study different scatter plots, teachers should emphasize that 
the patterns of the dots can help students observe trends in data. For example, 
if the data cluster in an ascending pattern, a positive correlation exists. If the 
dots cluster in a descending pattern, a negative correlation exists. If the dots 
do not cluster but are scattered about the graph, there is no correlation. These 
correlations are summarized in figure 4.25.

 When there is a positive trend, for the most part, as values of one variable 
increase, values of the other variable also increase. When there is a negative 
trend, for the most part, as values of one variable increase, values of the other 
variable decrease. When there is no trend, the increase or decrease of the val-
ues for one variable does not affect the values of the other variable.
 Students learn that they can draw a trend line to approximate the rela-
tionship. A trend line follows the general pattern of the dots, as shown in fig-
ure 4.26.
 Teachers should point out that a trend line represents a set of bivariate 
data just as a measure of center or spread represents a set of univariate data. 
Although a measure of center or spread is a single number, a trend line is a set 
of points (that corresponds to a set of ordered pairs). Generally, if a trend line 
is a good fit for the data, there will be about as many data points above the 
line as below it. Note that this means that the point in the scatter plot that 
represents three data points counts three times and has a stronger influence 
on the trend than do the other points. The trend line that most closely mod-
els the set of bivariate data is called the line of best fit. Every other trend line 

Fig. 4.25. Scatter plot dot patterns that show positive, negative, or no correlation in bivariate data
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for a set of data is an approximation for the line of best fit for that set of data. 
In later grades, students will use more advanced mathematics to find the line 
of best fit for a scatter plot. 
 During their study of bivariate data, students should have the opportu-
nity to analyze scatter plots and trend lines. Teachers should structure ex-
periences so that students learn that a trend line can be used to estimate or 
predict values that are not in the actual data set. For example, the point (45, 
95) is a point on the trend line, so it is reasonable to estimate that if a student 
studies for forty-five minutes, his or her score will be about a 95, as shown in 
figure 4.27.

Fig. 4.26. Trend line for quiz-result data
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Fig. 4.27. Using a trend line to predict data
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 Teachers should have students study scatter plots in context so that they 
can develop the ability to meaningfully interpret, summarize, and analyze the 
data used to make the plot, as shown in the examples in figure 4.28.

Fig. 4.28. Interpreting a scatter plot and an accompanying 
trend line
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Scatter Plot and Trend Line
(Linear Graph)

Problem 1: What type of correlation is shown in the scatter plot, and 
how do you know?

Solution: Positive; because there is an ascending trend line.

Problem 2: What does a positive correlation indicate about the 
relationship between revenue and bicycles sold?

Solution: The total revenue at the store is higher in months in which 
the number of bicycles sold is higher, that is, as the x-values increase, 
y-values also increase.

Problem 3: Locate the point at (12, 9). What does this point mean in 
the context of the store revenue? 

Solution: In one of the months in which twelve bicycles were sold, the 
total revenue taken in at the store was $9,000.

Problem 4: In other months in which twelve bicycles were sold, the 
store's revenue was $7,800, $8,100, and $9,000. How could this be? 

Solution: The store sells items other than bicycles, or not all bicycles 
are sold at the same price.

Problem 5: Does the graph indicate that the positive correlation 
between bicycles sold and total revenue has a causal relationship, 
that is, can we tell from the graph that the total revenue went up 
because more bicycles were sold? Explain your answer.

Solution: No; we can only tell that the total revenue went up when 
more bicycles were sold, not that it went up because more bicycles 
were sold. There might be other factors that would influence the total 
revenue, for example, the increase in revenue could have been caused 
by an increase in total purchases due to a holiday season or a store 
promotional sale designed to attract customers.

Problem 6: Use the trend line to predict the total revenue if eighteen 
bicycles are sold one month. Explain your reasoning.

Solution: About $11,000; the line passes through the point (18, 11).

(Continued on next page)
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Focusing on Analyzing and 
Summarizing Data Sets through 
Problem Solving
In a curriculum that is focused on analyzing and summarizing data, stu-
dents will benefit from working with data in context. Thus, most of students’ 
work will be constructed in problem-solving situations. When students are 
asked to create or analyze bar graphs, line graphs, line plots, stem-and-leaf 
plots, circle graphs, histograms, pictographs, box-and-whisker plots, or scat-
ter plots, the given data or graph should be part of a problem to be solved or 
situation to be analyzed. The same applies when students are asked to find a 
measure of center or spread or to draw and use a trend line in a scatter plot—
they should be given the task as part of a problem to be solved or situation to 
be analyzed, as exemplified in the previous sections.
 Although students’ initial experiences with the concepts in this Focal Point 
should include situations involving whole numbers and numbers that are easy 
to work with, as students’ understanding of data displays and descriptive sta-
tistics deepens, data sets that include rational numbers, including decimals and 
fractions, should be introduced. Students’ understanding of rational numbers 
can be reinforced through their work analyzing and summarizing data sets.

Focusing on Analyzing and 
Summarizing Data Sets through 
Connections 
As students extend their study of data analysis and graphing, they should be 
given opportunities to make various connections to other mathematical con-
cepts, for example, to linear functions. They should also be made aware of 
the connections of data analysis and graphing to the other subjects and to the 
world around them. For example, students should become aware of how data 

Fig. 4.28. Interpreting a scatter plot and an accompanying 
trend line—Continued
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Scatter Plot and Trend Line
(Linear Graph)

Problem 1: What type of correlation is shown in the scatter plot, and 
how do you know?

Solution: Positive; because there is an ascending trend line.

Problem 2: What does a positive correlation indicate about the 
relationship between revenue and bicycles sold?

Solution: The total revenue at the store is higher in months in which 
the number of bicycles sold is higher, that is, as the x-values increase, 
y-values also increase.

Problem 3: Locate the point at (12, 9). What does this point mean in 
the context of the store revenue? 

Solution: In one of the months in which twelve bicycles were sold, the 
total revenue taken in at the store was $9,000.

Problem 4: In other months in which twelve bicycles were sold, the 
store's revenue was $7,800, $8,100, and $9,000. How could this be? 

Solution: The store sells items other than bicycles, or not all bicycles 
are sold at the same price.

Problem 5: Does the graph indicate that the positive correlation 
between bicycles sold and total revenue has a causal relationship, 
that is, can we tell from the graph that the total revenue went up 
because more bicycles were sold? Explain your answer.

Solution: No; we can only tell that the total revenue went up when 
more bicycles were sold, not that it went up because more bicycles 
were sold. There might be other factors that would influence the total 
revenue, for example, the increase in revenue could have been caused 
by an increase in total purchases due to a holiday season or a store 
promotional sale designed to attract customers.

Problem 6: Use the trend line to predict the total revenue if eighteen 
bicycles are sold one month. Explain your reasoning.

Solution: About $11,000; the line passes through the point (18, 11).
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are used in science and social studies, as well as in newspapers, in magazines, 
and on the Internet. They should also learn of different ways in which graphs 
can be unintentionally or intentionally misleading.
 Students apply their understanding of linear functions when they draw a 
trend line in a scatter plot of bivariate data, derive an equation for a trend line 
(also called a line of fit), or use the line or equation to make conjectures about 
the data. They should recognize that a scatter plot is a graph of a relation; if 
all data points fall on a line, then that is the line of best fit for the data and it 
is the graph of a linear function. Understanding linear functions will also help 
students use a trend line by allowing them to find an intercept or a slope. In 
a problem-solving situation, an intercept tells the value of one variable when 
the value of the other variable is zero, and the slope represents the rate of 
change of the dependent variable with respect to the independent variable. 
For example, in figure 4.29, the y-intercept is 2, indicating that, according to 
the trend line, the prediction for the total revenue is $2,000 in a month if no 
bicycles are sold. The slope is 0.5, indicating that, according to the trend line, 
the total revenue increases by about 0.5 thousand dollars ($500) for every bi-
cycle sold.

 It is important that students understand that a trend line or line of best 
fit is only a model for a situation. Models are useful for analyzing, predicting, 
and inferring, but predictions and inferences based on models are not guaran-
teed to be accurate. For example, a student might infer that the slope in fig-
ure 4.29 indicates that the price of a bicycle is $500, but in reality the bicycle 
prices probably vary, with $500 being an average (mean) price. In some cases 
predictions and inferences may be misleading. The trend line in figure 4.29 
matches the data very well and is very close to being the line of best fit for 

Fig. 4.29. Scatter plot and trend line
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Equation of trend line
y = 0.5x + 2
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values between x = 8 and x = 16. However, inferences or predictions for val-
ues much greater than or much less than these values of x may not be as reli-
able. For example, according to the trend line, the total revenue in a month if 
no bicycles are sold would be $2,000. But if no bicycles are sold, it is possible 
that business overall that month would be very slow, and the total revenue 
might not be nearly $2,000.
 As students examine graphs from various sources, they may begin to get 
a sense that graphs can be misleading. Sometimes graphs are unintentionally 
misleading; however, graphs may be designed to be purposefully misleading 
to sway opinion. One way to create a potentially misleading graph is to make 
the range on the vertical scale much greater than necessary, using a much 
greater number for the top of the scale than the greatest data value, thus min-
imizing the appearance of the distance between extreme data values. Another 
way is to insert a break in the vertical axis, thus exaggerating the representa-
tion of the distance between data values, as shown in figure 4.30.

 Students need to develop the ability to judge whether a graph fairly rep-
resents the data and whether the graph has been created to purposefully mis-
lead. For example, referring back to the enrollment graph in figure 4.30, stu-
dents should think about possible reasons why the graph was made with such 
a large scale. They should ask themselves questions such as “Is there any rea-
son why this graph would have been made to make it look like the change in 
enrollment was not significant?” If so, for example, if a school board wants to 

Fig. 4.30. Potentially misleading line graphs
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The top number on the vertical scale is much 
greater than the greatest data value. The graph 
suggests only a slight increase in enrollment, 
but in fact the enrollment increased from 600 to 
900, a 50 percent increase.

Because of the break in the vertical axis, the 
graph suggests a great increase in Beth’s quiz 
scores. But the actual increase, from 80 to 84, 
is only 4 points.
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minimize the appearance of the increase in enrollment to justify not needing 
to spend money to build a new school, students need to consider these fac-
tors as they analyze and summarize the data. Thus, students need to become 
critical thinkers when analyzing graphs, using the mathematics that they have 
learned as well as their own understanding of the issues related to the context 
of the graph. The idea that data and statistics can be and are often used to 
persuade is one that students should focus on as they study the data and sta-
tistics in this Focal Point.
 Three-dimensional or “tilted” graphs can also be potentially misleading. 
For example, a three-dimensional circle graph may not accurately show rela-
tive sizes of categories, as shown in figure 4.31. In this circle graph, Conrad 
received 39 votes and Ames received 32 votes, but the tilt of the graph makes 
it seem like Conrad got many more votes than the other candidates. In a 
three-dimensional bar graph, it can be difficult to determine the height of the 
bars. A first glance at the three-dimensional bar graph in figure 4.31 might 
suggest that the bar height for soccer is about 80, but in fact it is 90.

 Students at grade 8 should recognize that their data and graphing skills 
can be applied in many other subject areas, especially in social studies and sci-
ence. For example, students create and interpret graphs that show agricultural 
and industrial production, population trends, land and water areas, soil ero-
sion, and fish and wildlife populations.
 Students will also notice that data and statistics are prevalent in the world 
around them outside of their school subjects, for instance in print and elec-
tronic media. They should realize that people use data and statistics to make 
social, political, and economic decisions. Students will use the ability to ana-
lyze and summarize data that they develop in grade 8 to interpret graphs and 
numerical statistics and to make critical analyses about the accuracy of data 
displays throughout their lives. A broad and deep understanding of data and 
statistics will enable students to interpret data themselves instead of having to 
rely on the interpretations of others. 

Fig. 4.31. Potentially misleading circle graph and bar graph
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Connections in later grades
In later grades students will continue to develop their ability to analyze and 
summarize data sets using data displays and descriptive statistics. For ex-
ample, in later grades students formulate questions that can be addressed 
with data they collect. Then they organize and display relevant data to an-
swer these questions. Students learn the importance of sampling to gather 
information about a population; that is, they learn how to choose part of the 
population, called a sample, and gather data from that sample. They study 
various sampling methods, such as random, stratified random, systematic, 
convenience, and self-selected sampling. They also learn that samples must be 
representative of the group for their results to be valid and how to extrapolate 
their results from the sample to the entire group. 
 In later grades, students learn additional statistical methods to select 
from and use to analyze data. They learn that one important way data values 
can vary consistently from the mean is in a normal distribution. The graphs 
of normal distributions are symmetrical bell-shaped curves. Fifty percent of 
the distribution lies to the left of the mean and 50 percent lies to the right of 
the mean, as shown in figure 4.32. They also learn about a measure of varia-
tion (measure of spread) called the standard deviation, which is a measure of 
how much the values in a data set vary, or deviate, from the mean.

 In later grades, students also learn that a numerical data value has an as-
sociated percentile, which indicates the percent of the data that is less than 
or equal to that data value. For example, if a student’s grade point average is 
at the 65th percentile compared with all the students in the school, then that 
student’s grade-point average is greater than or equal to 65 percent of the 
grade-point averages of all the other students in the school. Students will also 
study outliers—data values that are much greater or much less than the rest 

Fig. 4.32. Normal distribution curve
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of the data set. They might learn that an outlier is often defined as  
a data value that is outside the middle half of the data by more than 1.5  
times the interquartile range, that is, less than Q1 – 1.5(IQR) or greater  
than Q1 + 1.5(IQR).
 Students will continue to develop and evaluate inferences and predictions 
that are based on data. For example, they will learn that the margin of error is 
an estimate of the amount of error associated with a sample proportion—if a 
poll shows 60 percent of voters in favor of a candidate with a margin of error 
of ±4%, then students can infer that it is likely that 56 percent to 64 percent 
of the overall population of voters is in favor of that candidate. To evaluate 
this inference, students need to know details of the methods for obtaining the 
data, for example, how the sample was selected.
 Students will study basic concepts of probability. They will learn that ex-
perimental probability is based on observations or results of an experiment. 
Each observation or performance of the experiment is called a trial, and the 
experimental probability of an event is defined as 

For example, if you draw a marble from a bag at random fifty times, replac-
ing the marble after each draw, and get a red marble ten times, then the ex-
perimental probability of drawing a red marble from that bag is 10/50, or 1/5. 
Students will learn that theoretical probability is based on a sample space; if a 
sample space has n equally likely outcomes, then the theoretical probability of 
an event E is defined as

Suppose a bag contains forty marbles—ten red, ten black, and twenty white. 
Then the theoretical probability of drawing a red marble from that bag 
is 10/40, or 1/4. Students will also learn about some other basic concepts of 
probability, including dependent and independent events, mutually exclusive 
events, geometric probability, and probability distributions.

Developing Depth of Understanding
How can you, in your classroom, help students understand and be able to de-
scribe strengths and weaknesses of the different data displays and statistical 
measures? What activities can you do in your classroom to help students de-
cide which display or measure they can use to accurately display their data?

number of times the envent occurs .
number of trials

number of outcomes in E .
n
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Focus in Grade 8 

Teaching with Curriculum Focal Points

Focus in Grade 8 shows teachers and other educators how they can 
incorporate NCTM’s Curriculum Focal Points for Pre-K–8 into their 
current mathematics curricula. The book provides practical ideas 
for bringing focus to mathematics learning and instruction in the 
classroom. Intended as a professional development tool, it presents 
self- and group-reflection tasks, sample student work, and other 
tools that teacher educators can use with the preservice teachers in 
their classes.

By focusing more intensely on fewer topics at each grade level, 
students gain a deeper understanding of mathematical ideas. This 
volume will help teachers think about what a focused curriculum 
means and how they might begin to build focus into their existing 
curricula.
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