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MASTERING
ALGEBRA: A
COMPLETE GUIDE
TO THE
DISTRIBUTIVE
PROPERTY AND
COMBINING LIKE
TERMS

Algebra often feels like
l e a r n i n g  a  n e w
language.  At  first,  the
symbols, variables, and
r u l e s  c a n  s e e m
intimidating.  However,
t w o  o f  t h e  m o s t
essential  "grammar
rules" in this language
are  the  distributive

p r o p e r t y  a n d
c o m b i n i n g  l i k e
t e r m s .  T h e s e
foundational  concepts
are the building blocks
for  solving  equations,
s i m p l i f y i n g
express ions ,  and
tackl ing  advanced
m a t h .  F o r  m a n y
s t u d e n t s ,  a
D i s t r i b u t i v e
P r o p e r t y  A n d
Combin ing  L ike
Terms  Worksheet  is
the  most  effective  tool
f o r  m o v i n g  f r o m
c o n f u s i o n  t o
confidence.  This  article
will break down exactly
what  these  concepts
mean,  how they  work
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together,  and  why
consistent  practice  is
the  key  to  mastery.

UNDERSTANDING
THE DISTRIBUTIVE
PROPERTY

T h e  d i s t r i b u t i v e
property  is  a  rule  in
mathemat ics  that
allows  you  to  simplify
expressions  where  a
number  or  variable  is
multiplied  by  a  group
o f  t e r m s  i n s i d e
parentheses. In simple
terms,  it  states  that
multiplying a sum by a
number is the same as
mu l t i p l y ing  each
addend by the number
and  then  adding  the
products.  The  classic
formula  is:
a(b + c) = ab + ac
This property works for
subtraction  as  well:
a(b  -  c)  =  ab  -  ac .
T h i n k  o f  i t  a s
"distributing" the factor
o u t s i d e  t h e

parentheses  to  every
term inside.

Why the
Distributi
ve
Property
Matters
Without the distributive
property, you would be
stuck trying to simplify
expressions like 3(x +
4)  or -2(2y - 5).  The
distributive  property
g ives  you  a  c lear ,
logical  method  for
removing  parentheses
and  rewr i t ing  the
expression in a simpler
f o r m .  I t  i s  a
fundamental  skill  that
appears in nearly every
algebra  topic,  from
s o l v i n g  l i n e a r
equations  to  factoring
polynomials.
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Simple
Examples
of the
Distributi
ve
Property
Let  us  look  at  a  few
basic examples to see
how  th i s  works  in
practice.

Example 1:
Simplify 4(3 +
2). Using the
distributive
property, we
multiply 4 by 3 to
get 12, and 4 by
2 to get 8. Then
we add: 12 + 8 =
20. (You can also
solve inside the
parentheses first:
4(5) = 20.)

Example 2:
Simplify 5(x +
7). Distribute the
5 to both terms
inside: 5 * x =
5x, and 5 * 7 =
35. The
simplified
expression is 5x
+ 35.
Example 3:
Simplify -2(3x -
8). Distribute the
-2: (-2) * 3x =
-6x, and (-2) *
(-8) = +16. The
result is -6x +
16.

N o t i c e  h o w  t h e
distributive  property
t r a n s f o r m s  a
multiplication  problem
into  an  addit ion  or
subtraction  problem,
making the expression
easier  to  work  with,
e s p e c i a l l y  w h e n
variables are involved.

MASTERING



4

4 Distributive Property And Combining
Like Terms Worksheet

2023-10-19

COMBINING LIKE
TERMS

O n c e  y o u  h a v e
d i s t r i b u t e d  a n d
removed  parentheses,
the next step is usually
t o  s i m p l i f y  t h e
expression  further  by
c o m b i n i n g  l i k e
terms.  Like terms are
terms  that  have  the
exact  same  variable
raised  to  the  exact
same power.  Only the
coefficients  (the
numbers in front of the
var iab les )  can  be
different.
For  example,  3x  and
5x  a re  l i ke  te rms
because both have the
variable  x  to  the  first
power.  The  terms  2y
and  7  a re  not  l i ke
terms because one has
a  var iable  and  the
other  is  a  constant.
Similarly,  4x²  and  4x
are  not  l ike  terms
because the variable is
raised  to  different

powers.

The Rules
for
Combinin
g Like
Terms
T h e  p r o c e s s  i s
straightforward:  you
add  or  subtract  the
coefficients  of  like
terms  while  keeping
the  variable  and  its
exponent  exactly  the
same.  Think  of  it  as
counting objects. If you
have  3  apples  and  5
apples,  you  have  8
apples. If you have 3x
and 5x, you have 8x.

Example 1:
Simplify 7a + 2b
- 3a + 5b.
Identify like
terms: 7a and
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-3a are like
terms; 2b and 5b
are like terms.
Combine: 7a - 3a
= 4a, and 2b +
5b = 7b. The
simplified
expression is 4a
+ 7b.
Example 2:
Simplify 4x² +
6x + 2x² - x.
Combine the x²
terms: 4x² + 2x²
= 6x². Combine
the x terms: 6x -
x = 5x. The
result is 6x² +
5x.
Example 3:
Simplify 9 + 3y -
4 + 2y. Combine
constants: 9 - 4
= 5. Combine y
terms: 3y + 2y =
5y. The result is
5y + 5.

Combining  like  terms
reduces the complexity
o f  an  express ion ,
making  it  easier  to
evaluate,  graph,  or

solve.

THE POWER OF
COMBINING BOTH
CONCEPTS

W h a t  m a k e s  t h e
D i s t r i b u t i v e
P r o p e r t y  A n d
Combin ing  L ike
Terms Worksheet  so
effective  is  that  it
teaches  students  to
use  bo th  sk i l l s  i n
sequence .  In  rea l
algebraic  problems,
you rarely use just one
skill. You often need to
distribute  first  to
remove  parentheses,
and then combine like
terms to arrive at the
final  simplified
expression.

A Step-
by-Step
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Example
Let us work through a
more complex problem
that  requires  both
skil ls:
Simplify 2(3x + 5) +
4(2x - 3)
Step  1:  Apply  the
distributive property

First term: 2(3x
+ 5) = 6x + 10
Second term:
4(2x - 3) = 8x -
12

T h e  e x p r e s s i o n
becomes:  6x + 10 +
8x - 12
Step 2: Combine like
terms

Combine x
terms: 6x + 8x =
14x
Combine
constants: 10 -
12 = -2

The  final  simplified
expression  is  14x  -  2.

This  two-step  process
is  the  heart  of  what
students practice on a
D i s t r i b u t i v e
P r o p e r t y  A n d
Combin ing  L ike
Terms  Worksheet.
E a c h  p r o b l e m
reinforces the order of
operations  and  builds
fluency  with  algebraic
manipulation.

HOW
WORKSHEETS
HELP REINFORCE
THESE SKILLS

Mathemat i c s  i s  a
subject  best  learned
t h r o u g h  a c t i v e
pract ice.  Reading
about  the  distributive
p r o p e r t y  a n d
combining like terms is
valuable,  but  truly
m a s t e r i n g  t h e s e
concepts  requires
so lv ing  p rob lems
independently.  A  well-
designed Distributive
P r o p e r t y  A n d
Combin ing  L ike
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Terms  Worksheet
provides  structured,
repetitive practice that
builds both speed and
accuracy.

Benefits
of Using
Workshee
ts

Repetition
Builds Muscle
Memory:
Regular practice
helps students
recognize
patterns
instantly. They
learn to spot like
terms quickly
and distribute
without
hesitation.
Immediate
Application:
Worksheets force
students to apply

the rules
immediately
after learning
them, which
strengthens
understanding
and retention.
Progressive
Difficulty: Good
worksheets start
with simple
problems and
gradually
increase in
complexity. This
scaffolding
allows students
to build
confidence
before tackling
harder
challenges.
Self-
Assessment:
Worksheets with
answer keys let
students check
their work and
identify areas
where they need
more practice.
Independent
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Learning:
Working through
a worksheet
teaches students
to rely on their
own reasoning
and problem-
solving skills,
which is essential
for success in
higher-level
math.

TYPES OF
PROBLEMS FOUND
ON A
DISTRIBUTIVE
PROPERTY AND
COMBINING LIKE
TERMS
WORKSHEET

A  comprehens ive
D i s t r i b u t i v e
P r o p e r t y  A n d
Combin ing  L ike
Terms  Worksheet
will include a variety of
p rob lem  types  to
address  different
aspects of these skills.
H e r e  a r e  s o m e

common  categories
you can expect to see.

Basic
Distributi
on
Problems
T h e s e  p r o b l e m s
i n v o l v e  a  s i n g l e
distribution  with  no
further  simplification
needed. They are ideal
for  beginners who are
j u s t  l ea rn i ng  the
distributive property.

Example:
Simplify 6(a + 4)
Example:
Simplify -3(2b -
7)

Basic
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Combinin
g Like
Terms

Problems
These  problems  focus
solely  on  identifying
and  combining  like
terms  without  any
distribution required.

Example:
Simplify 8x + 3x
- 2x + 5
Example:
Simplify 4y² +
2y - y² + 3y

Distributi
on
Followed

by
Combinin
g Like
Terms
These  are  the  core
p r o b l e m s  w h e r e
students  must  apply
both skills in sequence.
They  require  careful
attention to signs and
order of operations.

Example:
Simplify 3(2x +
1) + 4(x - 5)
Example:
Simplify 5(a - 2)
- 2(3a + 4)

Problems
with
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Negative
Signs and
Coefficien

ts
T h e s e  p r o b l e m s
introduce  negative
n u m b e r s  a n d
subtraction,  which  are
common  sources  of
e r ro rs .  They  he lp
s tudents  deve lop
precision.

Example:
Simplify -2(3x -
4) - 3(2x + 1)
Example:
Simplify 4 - 2(5y
- 3) + 6y

Word
Problems

and Real-
World
Applicatio
ns
Advanced  worksheets
may  inc lude  word
problems  that  require
students to set  up an
expression,  distribute,
and combine like terms
to  solve  a  practical
problem.

Example: A
rectangle has a
length of 2x + 5
and a width of x
+ 3. Write and
simplify an
expression for
the perimeter.

TIPS FOR SOLVING
THESE PROBLEMS
EFFECTIVELY

S u c c e s s  w i t h  a
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D i s t r i b u t i v e
P r o p e r t y  A n d
Combin ing  L ike
Terms  Worksheet
comes down to careful
technique.  Here  are
some proven strategies
that  help  students
avoid  mistakes  and
work  efficiently.

Slow
Down
and Show
Your
Work
R u s h i n g  l e a d s  t o
errors.  Write  down
every  step,  especially
when  distr ibuting.
Showing  your  work
makes  it  easier  to  find
and  fix  mistakes.  It
also  reinforces  the
process  for  future
problems.

Pay Close
Attention
to Signs
The  most  common
mistake students make
i s  m i s h a n d l i n g
negative  signs.  When
distributing a negative
number,  remember
that the sign is part of
the factor and must be
distributed  to  every
t e r m  i n s i d e  t h e
parentheses.  When
combining  like  terms,
treat  subtraction  as
adding  a  negative.

Use Color
or
Underlini
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ng
Some  students  find  it
helpful  to  use  different
colors or underlining to
identify  l ike  terms
before  combin ing
them.  For  example,
underline all x terms in
red, all y terms in blue,
and  all  constants  in
green.  This  visual  aid
reduces confusion.

Check
Your
Work by
Substituti

ng a
Value
If  you  have  simplified
an expression, you can
check  your  work  by
substituting  a  simple
number (like 1 or 2) for
the variable in both the
original expression and
your simplified version.
If  they  produce  the
same  resu l t ,  your
simplification  is
correct.

Practice
Regularly
L i k e  a n y  s k i l l ,
proficiency comes with


