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At first glance, the
math greater than less
than symbols might
seem like simple
arrows on the page.
Yet these two small
marks — > and < —

form the very
backbone of
comparison and
inequality in

mathematics. Whether
you are helping a child
with homework,
revisiting foundational

concepts, or diving into
advanced algebra,
mastering these
symbols is essential.
They tell a clear story
about the relationship
between numbers, and
once you understand
them, a whole world of
logical reasoning opens
up. This guide will walk
you through everything
you need to know
about the greater than
and less than symbols,
from their meaning
and history to practical
tips and real-world
applications.

The beauty of these
symbols lies in their
simplicity. They convey
direction and
magnitude in a single


https://cardprinter.sendafriend.co/

glance. When you see
7 > 3, you instantly
know that seven holds
a larger value than
three. When you see 2
< 8, you recognise that
two is the smaller
quantity. This intuitive
clarity is why the
greater than and less
than symbols appear in
nearly every branch of
mathematics, from
basic arithmetic to
complex calculus. They

are not merely
notation; they
represent the
fundamental human

activity of comparing
and ordering.

WHAT ARE THE

GREATER THAN

AND LESS THAN
SYMBOLS?

The greater than
symbol is written as >
and the less than
symbol is written as <.
These two signs are
used to show the

relationship between
two values, indicating
which one is larger or
smaller. The open end
of the symbol always
faces the larger
number, while the
pointed end points
toward the smaller
number. This
directional rule is the
key to reading and
writing them correctly.

The
Greater
Than
Symbol

(>)

The greater than
symbol (>) means that
the number on the left
is larger than the
number on the right.
For example, 10 > 4
means ten is greater
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than four. The symbol
looks like an open
mouth ready to eat the
bigger number — and
this hungry alligator
analogy is one of the
most common ways
people remember it.
Think of the symbol as
the mouth of an
alligator that always
wants to eat the larger
meal. So in 15 > 9, the
alligator faces toward
fifteen because fifteen
is the bigger number.

The Less
Than
Symbol

(<)

The less than symbol
(<) indicates that the
number on the left is
smaller than the
number on the right.
For instance, 3 < 8

means three is less
than eight. Using the
same alligator analogy,
the mouth opens
toward the larger
number (eight), and
the pointed end faces
the smaller number
(three). This consistent
directional logic makes
the symbols easy to
decode once you learn
the rule.

Greater
Than or
Equal To
(=) and
Less Than
or Equal
To (=)

Beyond the basic
symbols,



mathematicians also
use the greater than or
equal to symbol (=)
and the less than or
equal to symbol (=).
These combine the
inequality sign with an
equal sign to indicate
that the relationship
includes equality as a
possibility. For
example, x = 5 means
X can be greater than
five or exactly equal to
five. Similarly, y = 10
means y is less than or
equal to ten. These
symbols are widely
used in algebra,
inequalities, and real-
world constraints such
as budget limits or
measurement
tolerances.

A BRIEF HISTORY
OF THE GREATER
THAN AND LESS
THAN SYMBOLS

The symbols we take
for granted today were
not always part of

mathematics. Before
the 17th century,
mathematicians wrote
out words like "greater
than" or "less than" in
full sentences. The
credit for inventing the
modern symbols goes
to English
mathematician Thomas
Harriot, who introduced
them in his 1631 work
Artis Analyticae Praxis.
Harriot needed a
concise way to express
inequality in his
algebraic studies, and
his solution was
elegant: two simple
strokes that indicate
direction. The symbols
quickly gained
popularity because
they were easy to
write, easy to read,
and universally
understood. Over the
centuries, they became
standardised across
the globe, appearing in
textbooks, scientific
papers, and digital
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screens. Harriot's small
innovation remains one
of the most enduring
contributions to
mathematical notation.

HOW TO
REMEMBER THE
DIFFERENCE:
PRACTICAL
MNEMONICS

Many people —
students and adults
alike — occasionally
mix up the greater
than and less than
symbols. Fortunately,
several memorable
tricks can help you
keep them straight.

The
Alligator
Mouth

Trick

This is by far the most
popular mnemonic.
Imagine the symbol is
the mouth of a hungry
alligator. The alligator
always opens its mouth
toward the larger
number because it
wants to eat the bigger
meal. So 25 > 10
shows the mouth open
toward 25, and 7 < 12
shows the mouth open
toward 12. This simple
visual stick makes the
rule almost impossible
to forget.

The L
Method

Another helpful trick
involves the letter L.
The less than symbol
(<) looks like a rotated,
squished version of the
letter L. Since "less
than" starts with L, you



can associate the
symbol with the word.
If you see <, think "L
for less." This works
especially well when
you are writing quickly
and need a quick
mental check.

The
Number
Line
Approach

Visualising a number
line can also clarify the
relationship. On a
number line, numbers
increase as you move
to the right. The
symbol always points
to the smaller number,
which is further left on
the line. For example,
4 < 9 because 4 is to
the left of 9. Similarly,
12 > 6 because 12 is
to the right of 6. This

spatial reasoning
reinforces the direction
of the symbol.

COMMON
MISTAKES AND
HOW TO AVOID
THEM

Even experienced
learners sometimes
make errors with these
symbols. One frequent
mistake is writing the
symbol in the wrong
direction, especially
under time pressure.
Another common error
is confusing the
greater than symbol
with the less than
symbol when reading
aloud. To avoid these
pitfalls, always pause
for a moment and
check which number is
larger. Read the
inequality from left to
right. If the left number
is bigger, use >; if the
left number is smaller,
use <. Practicing with a
few examples each day
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can cement the habit.

Another mistake
involves neglecting the
difference between >
and =. Remember that
> means strictly
greater than, while =
includes equality. In
real-world contexts,
this distinction is
crucial. For instance, a
sign saying "minimum
height 48 inches"
implies height = 48,
not height > 48. Using
the wrong symbol
could change the
meaning entirely.

APPLYING
GREATER THAN
AND LESS THAN
SYMBOLS IN
MATHEMATICS

The greater than and
less than symbols
appear in countless
mathematical contexts.
Here are some of the
most important
applications.

Comparin
g Whole
Numbers
and
Decimals

At the most basic level,
these symbols
compare whole
numbers and decimals.
For example, 102 > 99
and 0.75 < 0.8. When
comparing decimals, it
helps to line up the
decimal points and
compare digit by digit
from left to right. The
symbols make these
comparisons concise
and clear.

Comparin



g
Fractions

Comparing fractions
can be trickier, but the
greater than and less
than symbols still do
the job. To compare
3/4 and 2/3, you can
find a common
denominator (12) to
get 9/12 and 8/12, so

3/4 > 2/3.
Alternatively, you can
use Cross-
multiplication. The

symbols allow you to
express the
relationship without
writing out the full
explanation.

Negative
Numbers

Negative numbers
often confuse students
when using inequality
symbols. Remember

that on the number
line, numbers decrease
as you move left. So -2
> -5 because -2 is to
the right of -5. Even
though 5 is larger than
2 in absolute terms,
the negative sign
reverses the order. The
symbols correctly show
this relationship: -2 is
greater than -5.

Algebraic
Inequaliti
es

In algebra, inequalities
become equations with
a range of possible
solutions. For example,
solving 2x + 3 > 7
yields x > 2. This
means any number
greater than 2 satisfies
the inequality.
Graphing these
solutions on a number
line is a common visual
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tool, where an open
circle indicates that the
endpoint is not
included (for > or <)
and a closed circle
indicates inclusion (for
=or <).

Real-
World
Applicatio
ns

The greater than and
less than symbols are
not confined to
textbooks. They appear
in financial reports to

compare profits, in
scientific data to
compare

measurements, in

sports statistics to
compare scores, and in
everyday situations
like comparing prices
or weights. When you
see "maximum

capacity 500 kg" or
"speed limit 65 mph,"
you are encountering
real-world inequalities.
Understanding these
symbols empowers you
to interpret information
accurately and make
informed decisions.

TEACHING THE
GREATER THAN
AND LESS THAN
SYMBOLS TO
CHILDREN

If you are a parent,
teacher, or tutor,
introducing these
symbols to young
learners can be a
rewarding experience.
Children often grasp
the concept quickly
when it is presented in
a fun, visual, and
hands-on way.

Start with
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Concrete
Objects

Begin by comparing
physical objects like
blocks, candies, or
toys. Ask the child to
count two piles and
decide which pile has
more. Then introduce
the symbol as a way to
write down what they
observed. The alligator
mouth trick works
especially well with
young children
because it brings the
symbol to life. You can
even cut out paper
alligator mouths and
let the child physically
place them between
two groups of objects.

Use

Number
Lines and
Visual
Aids

Number lines are
excellent tools for
teaching inequalities.
Draw a simple number
line on paper or a
whiteboard, and mark
two numbers. Ask the
child which number is
farther to the right (the
larger one) and which
is farther to the left
(the smaller one). Then
write the appropriate
symbol between them.
Repeated practice with
different number pairs
builds confidence.

Practice
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with

Workshee
ts and

Games

Once the child
understands the
concept, worksheets
with multiple-choice or
fill-in-the-blank

exercises can reinforce
the skill. You can also
turn the practice into a
game by timing the
child or offering small
rewards for correct
answers. Many online
educational games
focus on comparing
numbers and using the
correct symbol,
providing interactive
and engaging practice.

11

Connect
to
Everyday
Life

Point out real-world
comparisons during
daily activities. At the
grocery store, compare
the prices of two items.
During a car trip,
compare distances or
speeds. At home,
compare ages, heights,
or the number of toys.
Each comparison is an
opportunity to use the
greater than or less
than symbol. When
children see that these
symbols matter outside
the classroom, their
motivation to learn
them often increases.

ADVANCED USAGE:




COMPARISONS

While the greater than
and less than symbols
are simple in concept,
they appear in more
advanced mathematics
as well. In calculus,
inequalities are used to

define limits,
continuity, and
convergence. In

statistics, they express
probabilities and
confidence intervals. In
computer science, they
are essential in
conditional statements
and algorithms.
Understanding these
symbols at a
fundamental level
prepares you for more
complex topics where
precise comparison is
critical.

In set theory, symbols
like ¢ and o (subset
and superset) are
conceptually related to
greater than and less

12

than, but tlBEYONDtBASIC

sets rather than
numbers. In logic, the
symbols take on
additional meaning in
predicates and
propositions. The
foundational skill of
comparing quantities
with > and < carries
forward into these
higher-level domains.

COMMON
QUESTIONS ABOUT
GREATER THAN
AND LESS THAN
SYMBOLS

Which symbol is
which? Remember
that the open side
faces the larger
number. The symbol >
has the larger side on
the left, so it means
greater than. The
symbol < has the
larger side on the right,
so it means less than.

How do | type these
symbols on a
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keyboard? On most
keyboards, the greater
than symbol (>) is
located above the
period key, and the
less than symbol (<) is
above the comma key.
Hold the Shift key and
press the comma key
to get <, or hold Shift
and press the period
key to get >.

Can these symbols

be wused with
variables? Yes,
absolutely. In algebra,
you will frequently see
expressions like x > 5
ory < 12. The same
rules apply regardless
of whether you are
comparing numbers or
variables.

What is the
difference between
> and
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