Signed Numbers

Putting “Signed Numbers” in Recognizable terms:  Signed numbers can either be positive or negative with negative being the opposite of positive. Negative numbers are to the left of zero and positive numbers are to the right of zero. Signed numbers describe the position of the number relative to zero.

Putting “Signed Numbers” in Conceptual terms:  Signed numbers can belong to any of these number sets: 1) Integers, 2) Rational, 3) Real, or 4) Complex. Signed numbers including negative are used to represent opposite directions or to distinguish a numbers value relative to zero. With the addition of signed numbers we can mathematically discuss the concept of having less than you started with (a loss), below (as in sea level), opposite direction (as in vectors), or any situation where opposite positions are needed. 

Putting “Signed Numbers” in Mathematical terms:  Signed numbers are related to the mathematical concept of absolute value. Absolute value is defined to be the distance from zero. Two numbers that are the same distance from zero (like 5 and – 5) will have opposite signs. From this concept we can extend our understanding of signed numbers to include the idea that every positive number will have an opposite, which will be negative, and both of these “opposite” numbers will have the same absolute value.

Putting “Signed Numbers” in Process terms:  Thus, signed numbers allow us to represent pairs of numbers that have the same distance from zero. They are used in the basic operations of addition, subtraction, multiplication, and division to represent movement to the left on the number line or a change in direction. The process of using signed numbers to represent opposite quantities is critical to our understanding of mathematics, science, economics, and most other academic disciplines.

Putting “Signed Numbers” in Applicable terms:  Signed numbers are essential to represent concepts such as temperature, altitude (above and below sea level), monetary loss, and numerous other situations. They form the basis of the number system that we use to model and gain an understanding of our world.

( 2009 Board of Regents University of Nebraska

