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Historical data supports that students find simplifying expressions challenging. 

Expression of the Day directly supports student expectations: 
 

 5.4E The student is expected to describe the meaning of 
parentheses and brackets in a numeric expression.  
Supporting Standard 

 5.4F The student is expected to simplify numerical expressions 
that do not involve exponents, including up to two levels of  
grouping. Readiness Standard 
 

Student expectations 5.4E and 5.4F fall under the strand Algebraic Reasoning. 

However, depending on the expression provided, student expectations that fall under 

Number and Operations can also be targeted. For instance, student expectation 5.3K 

is evident if addition with fractions and decimals are included in the expression. 
 

This routine is initially teacher led if a formal unit on simplifying expressions has not 

been studied. If students have prior experience with simplifying expressions, students 

can lead completing the process of filling in the table after a few demonstrations. 
 

The intent is for students to progress to the point that they only need to record the 

computations that appear in the triangle; however, many students have difficulty 

“seeing” the thinking process that must occur as they evaluate an expression.  

 
Refer to the sample on the next page to see a completed template. A blank template 

follows on page 3. A blank triangle template is also provided. 

 
DIRECTIONS 

1. Record an expression for students to evaluate on the horizontal line. 
2. Evaluate which operation or convention needs to be applied first and 

write the word form in the second column.  
3. Write the expression in the third column and underline the operation or 

convention in the expression.  
4. Record the outcome of substituting in the fourth column. 
5. Repeat steps 2 through 4 for each subsequent row until the expression 

has been simplified.  
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Reference Chart 

 
 

 
 
 

Process 
Order of 

Operations 
Think  Substitute 

Evaluate 
Simplify 

 
parentheses 

83–(14 ÷ 2 x 8)  

Evaluate 
Simplify 

 
division 83–(14 ÷ 2 x 8) 83–(7 x 8) 

Evaluate 
Simplify 

 
multiplication 

83–(7 x 8) 83 – 56 

Evaluate 
Simplify 

 
subtraction 

83 – 56 27 

Process Symbol Word Form 
1st [  ] and (   ) brackets & parentheses 

2nd 

left to right 

x  ,  n(a) , ÷ 
÷  ,  x  ,  n(a) 

multiplication & division 
division & multiplication  

3rd 
left to right 

+   ,    - 
  -    ,    + 

addition & subtraction 
subtraction & addition 

83 – (14 ÷ 2 x 8) 
 

83–(14 ÷ 2 x 8) 

83–(14 ÷ 2 x 8) 

83–(7 x 8) 

83 – 56 

27 
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