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Understanding Symbols
I science, symbols are used (0 represent many concepts. Symbols make equa-
tons easier (0 work with. For example, it is casier to use the symbols F or ¢ in
roblem each time you mean fore or rocily.

But symbols can be confusing, especialy if you don't know what they stand
for. To make things simpler, scientists use standard symbols {0 represent certain
concepts. Some common symbols are given in Table 1.

TABLE 1 SYMBOLS FOR VARIABLES

Symbol | What it stands for As you can see, many symbols are
o simply the first ltter of the concept.
they represent. This makes it easier (o
‘ remember them. In some cases, the.
v Nelocity or spoet Greek alphabet is used. For example,
« Accclertion Ais the Greek letter lamii.
F Foree
Nass
A Wavclengil
7 Froency

VARIABLES AND CONSTANTS
Each symbol in Table 1 represents a quantty that changes, also known as a vari-
bl For example, v can represent any speed: 30 knvh, 5 s, or 55 mi/h
Likewise, A can stand for any wavelength, and so on.

‘Sometimes, symbols stand for values that do not change, called consians
‘Some constants often used n science are given in Table 2, along with the nun-
bers they represent. The sytbol 7 s a Greek letter called pi.

TABLE 2 SYMBOLS FOR CONSTANTS

Symbol | What it stands for Value
7| Freclcdomion DR
[ Universal graiation G0 N
B Spocd of gt i 2 e SO i s
= | e mio of the cirumiorenee | 5.1 (approsimatcly)
ol cicle o s diameter

HOW TO USE SYMBOLS
After you salve an equation with symbols, substitute the value of each symbol
into the equation (0 find the answer. Remenuber (o include units
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| science Skills continued

You need (o know which symbols stand for constants and which stand for vari-
ables. If the symbol represents a constant, you can look up the value of the con-
stant n a table. Usually variable values are given in a problem.

Problem
Use weigh

= mg to find the welght of a 2.5 kg skateboard.

Solution

Step 1: Rearrange the equation If necessary. We want o find the weight of
the skateboard. Because weight is already alone on one side of the equation, we
0 ot need 10 rearrange the cquation In this case.

Step 2: Determine whieh symbols are constants and which are variables.
Look up any constants you do not know. As seen in Table 1, the symbol s
a variable that represents mass. In this case, the mass s .5 kg. The symbol g, in
Table 2, represents free-fall accelerarion, a constant equal o 0.5 s

Step 3: Substitute each constant and variable into the equation.

25 kg X 08 st

weigl

Step 4: Solve the cquation to find the auswer. Remember to multply the.
it together as well as the numbers.
25 kg X 08 s

245 keemist
weight =245 kgems®

Step 5: Round the answer to the correet mumber of siguifieant figures. In

this case, we must round the answer 1o the lowest number of significant figures.

in the multiplication problem, which is 2.

weight

kgt

Practice

Work out the practice problems on a separate sheet of paper, and write
your answers in the spaces provided.

1. Use the equation ieight = g 10 find the weight of a 45 kg child

2. Find the speed of a caterpilla that crawls a distance of 6. ¢ every
0 seconds. The equation for speed is 1 = 0.

3. The circumference of a circle equals 27, where ris the radius. Find the.
circumerence of a compact disc that has a radius of 6.0 cun.
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