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INTRODUCTION: THE HUMBLE
YET ESSENTIAL MATHS SYMBOL
FOR LESS THAN

Mathematics  is  a  universal  language
built upon a foundation of symbols that
convey  precise  relationships  between
numbers,  quantities,  and  expressions.
Among  these  symbols,  the  maths
symbol  for  less  than  –  the  angled
bracket  “<”  –  is  one  of  the  most
fundamental  and  frequently  used.  It
might  appear  simple  at  first  glance,  but
its  role in algebra,  geometry,  calculus,
data  science,  and  even  everyday
comparisons is profound. Understanding
this symbol goes beyond memorizing its
shape; it involves grasping its meaning,
its  relationship  with  other  inequality
symbols,  and  its  applications  in  real-
world problem solving.
In this article, we will explore the maths
symbol for less than in depth. We will
look at its origin, how to read it correctly
on both sides of an equation, common
mistakes  students  make,  and  how  it
connects  to  greater-than,  less-than-or-
equal,  and  other  inequality  signs.
Whether you are a student brushing up
on  basics,  a  teacher  looking  for  clear
explanations, or someone curious about
mathematical  notation,  this  guide  will
provide  a  comprehensive  and  natural
understanding.

WHAT IS THE MATHS SYMBOL

FOR LESS THAN?

The  maths symbol  for  less  than  is
represented by an angled bracket that
opens  to  the  right:  <.  When  placed
between two values, it indicates that the
value  on  the  left  is  smaller  than  the
value on the right. For example, 3 < 7
means “3 is  less than 7.” The symbol
always points its open side toward the
larger number and its closed tip toward
the smaller  number.  This visual  cue is
intuitive  once  you  practice:  the  wider
opening “eats” the larger quantity.

Why Is It Called
“Less Than”?
The  terminology  directly  reflects  the
comparison. If you have two numbers A
and  B,  the  statement  A < B  is  read
aloud as “A is less than B.” The symbol
itself  is  a  graphical  abbreviation  that
originated  from  the  Latin  word  minus
(meaning  less)  and  evolved  over
centuries. It has become standardized in
modern  mathematics  thanks  to  early
mathematicians like Thomas Harriot (c.
1560–1621) who introduced the signs <
and > in the early 17th century. His work
made comparisons much more concise
than  writing  words  like  “is  less  than”
repeatedly.

READING AND WRITING THE
LESS-THAN SYMBOL

Correctly using the maths symbol for
less than involves both placement and
context. Here are the key rules:
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Placement: The smaller value
always sits on the left side of the
symbol, and the larger value on
the right. Example: 5 < 10 is
correct, but 10 < 5 is false.
Variable Expressions: The
symbol can compare variables,
expressions, or combinations. For
instance, x + 2 < 9 means “the
value of x plus 2 is less than 9.”
Reading Aloud: Always read the
symbol as “is less than.” For a <
b, say “a is less than b.”

Common
Mnemonics to
Remember the
Symbol
Many  students  use  memory  tricks  to
avoid confusing < and > (greater than).
Popular mnemonics include:

The alligator mouth: Imagine
the symbol is an alligator’s mouth
that always wants to eat the larger
number. So for 7 < 12, the mouth
opens toward 12.
The L shape: The less-than
symbol looks like a rotated,
slightly squished letter “L” (for
“less”). < resembles an L tilted.
Left is less: Both “less” and “left”
start with the letter L, and the less-
than symbol points to the left (the
open side faces right, but the tip
points left). Think of the tip
pointing toward the smaller
number.

RELATIONSHIP WITH OTHER
INEQUALITY SYMBOLS

The maths symbol for less than does
not exist in isolation. It is part of a family
of  inequality  signs.  Understanding  the
differences  is  essential  for  solving
equations  and  interpreting  data.

Greater Than (>)
The counterpart of < is the greater-than
symbol >. If A < B, then automatically B
> A. For example, 4 < 9 is equivalent to
9 > 4. The symbols are mirror images.
Using the alligator mnemonic, the mouth
always opens toward the larger value.

Less Than or
Equal To (≤)
A slight variation of the less-than symbol
is the less-than-or-equal-to symbol: ≤.
This combines the less-than sign with a
horizontal bar underneath. It means the
left side can be either smaller or equal to
the  right  side.  For  instance,  x  ≤  5
includes  all  numbers  that  are  5  or
smaller.  This  symbol  is  crucial  in
inequalities that allow boundaries, such
as “you must be at most 18 years old to
enter” — written as age ≤ 18.

Greater Than or
Equal To (≥)
Similarly,  ≥  means  “greater  than  or
equal  to.”  It  is  the  mirror  of  ≤.  Used
together, these four symbols (<, >, ≤,
≥)  form the  core  tools  for  comparing
numerical  relationships  in  algebra  and
real life.
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Strict vs. Non-
Strict Inequalities
Strict  inequalities  use  <  or  >  and
exclude equality. For example, 3 < 4 is
strict  —  3  is  definitely  not  equal  to  4.
Non-strict inequalities use ≤ or ≥ and
al low  the  boundary  va lue.  Th is
distinction  is  important  when graphing
solutions  on  number  l ines:  strict
inequalities  use  an  open  circle,  while
non-strict use a filled circle.

REAL-WORLD APPLICATIONS OF
THE LESS-THAN SYMBOL

The maths symbol for less than is not
just for textbook exercises. It appears in
countless  everyday  contexts  and
professional  fields.

Finance and
Budgeting
When  comparing  expenses,  profits,  or
interest rates, we use < to indicate lower
costs.  For  instance,  “The  monthly
payment  must  be  < $500”  means  it
should be strictly less than $500. Banks
use  inequalities  to  set  loan  criteria:
income <  $30,000  might  qualify  for
special programs.

Computer
Programming
In almost every programming language,
the  less-than  operator  <  is  used  in
conditional statements. For example, in
Python: if score < 60: print(“Fail”). It is
also  used  in  loops  and  comparisons.

Programmers  rely  on  this  symbol  to
control logic flow.

Data Science and
Statistics
Analysts  use  the  less-than  symbol  to
filter datasets. For example, selecting all
customers with age < 25. In probability,
P(X  <  10)  means  the  probability  that
random variable  X  takes  a  value  less
than 10.  Understanding  this  symbol  is
foundational  for  interpreting  statistical
results.

Science and
Engineering
In  physics,  inequalities  describe  limits:
temperature  <  0  K  is  impossible.  In
engineering,  tolerance  ranges  are
expressed  as  length  <  10.01  cm.
Chemical  equilibrium  often  involves
concentration  comparisons  using  less-
than signs.

COMMON MISTAKES AND HOW
TO AVOID THEM

Despite its simplicity, learners frequently
confuse  the  maths  symbol  for  less
than with greater than, or misuse it in
compound inequalities. Here are typical
pitfalls and tips to overcome them.

Mistake 1:
Reversing the



4

4 Maths Symbol For Less Than 2025-07-17

Direction
Students sometimes write 5 < 3 when
they mean 3 < 5. The left number must
be smaller.  To avoid this,  always read
the symbol from left to right: “the left
side is less than the right side.” Practice
translating word problems into symbols:
“7 is less than 12” becomes 7 < 12.

Mistake 2:
Confusing < with
> in Memory
If you mix them, remember the alligator
or  the  L  trick.  Another  method:  draw
both symbols and note that the pointy
end of  < points to the left,  and “left”
starts  with  L,  which also  starts  “less.”
With practice, it becomes automatic.

Mistake 3:
Misreading
Compound
Inequalities
Sometimes you see expressions like 3 <
x < 7, meaning “x is greater than 3 and
less than 7.” Write it as two inequalities:
3 < x and x < 7. Always check that the
signs point in the same direction (both
open to the right in this case).

Mistake 4:

Forgetting the
Equal Sign When
Needed
In  many  real  problems,  you  need  to
include the boundary. Don't use < when
you should use ≤. For example, “at most
10” is x ≤ 10, not x < 10. Read problem
statements carefully.

TEACHING THE LESS-THAN
SYMBOL TO BEGINNERS

I f  you  are  a  teacher  o r  parent ,
introducing the maths symbol for less
than to young learners can be fun with
visuals and hands-on activities. Here are
effective strategies:

Use concrete objects: Compare
piles of blocks. Write < between
two piles. The open end faces the
larger pile.
Draw number lines: Show that
numbers increase to the right. So
2 < 5 because 2 is left of 5.
Incorporate games: Flashcards
with <, >, = signs. Students pick
the correct sign for pairs of
numbers.
Storytelling: The alligator story is
popular. The hungry alligator
always opens its mouth toward the
bigger meal.

Once children understand the visual and
conceptual  meaning,  they  can  easily
progress to algebraic inequalities.

THE LESS-THAN SYMBOL IN
ADVANCED MATHEMATICS

The  symbol  scales  up  beyond  simple
arithmetic.  In  higher  mathematics,  the
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maths symbol for less than is used in:

Order theory: Defining partial
orders on sets. A < B if A precedes
B in a defined order.
Calculus: Limits and epsilon-delta
definitions: for every ε > 0, there
exists δ > 0 such that 0 < |x - c| <

δ implies |f(x) - L| < ε.
Linear programming:
Constraints are often written as
linear inequalities like 2x + 3y <
12.
Abstract algebra: Comparing
sizes of groups or fields via
ordering relations.


