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UNDERSTANDING THE POWERFUL MATHS SIGN FOR
GREATER THAN

Mathematics  is  a  universal  language built  upon symbols  that
convey precise meaning. Among these symbols, one of the most
fundamental and frequently used is the maths sign for greater
than.  Represented by the symbol >,  this simple yet powerful
character helps us compare numbers, quantities, and values in
countless contexts, from primary school arithmetic to advanced
calculus  and  real-world  data  analysis.  Without  this  sign,
comparing size, magnitude, or rank would become cumbersome,
relying  solely  on  words.  By  mastering  the  meaning  and
application  of  the  greater  than  symbol,  students  and
professionals alike unlock a deeper understanding of inequality
and order in mathematics. In this comprehensive guide, we will
explore everything you need to know about the maths sign for
greater  than,  including  its  history,  proper  usage,  common
pitfalls, and practical applications.

A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE GREATER THAN SYMBOL

The greater than sign (>) has a rich history dating back to the

early  17th  century.  English  mathematician  Thomas  Harriot  is
widely credited with introducing the symbol in his seminal work
"Artis  Analyticae  Praxis"  (published  posthumously  in  1631).
Before Harriot’s innovation, mathematicians expressed inequality
in wordy Latin phrases, making mathematical writing lengthy and
less  efficient.  Harriot’s  symbol  (>)  gained  rapid  acceptance
because it visually suggested the smaller end points toward the
smaller number and the wider opening faces the larger number.
Today, the maths sign for greater than is taught universally in
early education, forming a foundational pillar of number sense.

How the Symbol Evolved
While Harriot’s original symbol looked very similar to the modern
version, early printing presses sometimes altered its shape. Over
the centuries, standardization took hold, and the symbol became
a staple in mathematical notation. The complementary less than
sign (<) was introduced at the same time, providing a complete
system  for  comparing  any  two  numbers.  This  dual-symbol
system, along with the equals sign (=), forms the backbone of
inequality  statements  used  throughout  all  branches  of
mathematics.
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DEFINING THE MATHS SIGN FOR GREATER THAN

In its most basic sense, the greater than symbol indicates that
the number on the left is larger than the number on the right. For
example, 7 > 4 is read as "7 is greater than 4." The symbol
always points its open end toward the larger quantity. This simple
rule eliminates ambiguity and allows for clear communication in
mathematical statements.
Understanding the greater than sign  is  essential  because it
appears  in  equations,  inequalities,  functions,  and  even  in
computer  programming.  It  is  one  of  the  first  comparison
operators  children learn,  forming the basis  for  more complex
concepts like order of operations, number lines, and algebraic
inequalities.

How to Read the Sign
When  reading  a  sentence  containing  the  maths  sign  for
greater than,  start  with  the left  value,  then say "is  greater
than,"  followed by  the  right  value.  For  instance,  15  > 12  is
spoken as "fifteen is greater than twelve." Educators often teach
a simple trick: the symbol resembles an alligator’s mouth that
always  eats  the  bigger  number.  This  mnemonic  helps  young
learners internalize the direction quickly.

COMMON USES OF THE GREATER THAN SYMBOL

The  greater  than  symbol  appears  in  a  wide  array  of
mathematical  contexts.  Below are some of  the most frequent

applications.

Comparing Whole Numbers
The simplest use is comparing two whole numbers. For example:

9 > 3 (nine is greater than three)
100 > 99 (one hundred is greater than ninety-nine)
0 > -5 (zero is greater than negative five)

Decimals and Fractions
The greater than sign  works  seamlessly  with  decimals  and
fractions. For instance:

0.75 > 0.5 (three-quarters is greater than one-half)
2/3 > 1/3 (two-thirds is greater than one-third)
3.14 > 3 (pi is greater than three)

Negative Numbers
When dealing with negative numbers, value matters. -2 > -10
because -2 is to the right of -10 on the number line. This can be
counterintuitive  for  beginners,  but  the  symbol’s  rule  remains
consistent.
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Algebraic Inequalities
In algebra, the greater than symbol is used in inequalities such
as x > 5, meaning x can be any number larger than 5. This
concept is fundamental to solving linear inequalities and graphing
solution sets on number lines.

THE GREATER THAN OR EQUAL TO SYMBOL (≥)

Sometimes we need to express that a value is either greater than
or  exactly  equal  to  another.  For  this,  mathematics  uses  the
greater than or equal to symbol, written as ≥. For example, x
≥ 10 means x can be 10 or any number larger than 10. This
symbol  combines  the  greater  than  sign  with  an  underline
representing  equality.  It  is  widely  used  in  domains  such  as
computer science, statistics, and engineering.

Differentiating > and ≥
Using the correct sign is vital for precision. The statement 5 > 5
is false because 5 is not greater than itself. However, 5 ≥ 5 is
true.  Similarly,  in  programming,  understanding  the  difference
between  >  and  >=  prevents  logical  errors.

MEMORY TRICKS FOR THE MATHS SIGN FOR GREATER
THAN

Many learners  struggle with remembering which direction the
greater than symbol faces. Here are proven mnemonics:

The Alligator Mouth: Imagine the symbol as an alligator’s
mouth that always opens toward the bigger number
because it wants to eat the larger meal.
The Pointing Arrow: The small tip points to the smaller
number, while the open side faces the larger number.
The L Trick: The less than symbol looks like an
uppercase L rotated (if you write it as <), so it stands for
"less than." Then > must be greater than.

Practicing with visual number lines and hands-on activities like
using dominoes or flash cards can solidify this knowledge.

COMMON MISCONCEPTIONS ABOUT THE GREATER
THAN SIGN

Despite its simplicity, a few errors commonly arise:

Confusing Direction
Mistaking > for < is the most frequent mistake. Learners may
write 3 > 5 when they mean 3 < 5. This often happens under
time pressure or when the student relies on rote memory without
understanding the visual clue.

Misapplying the Sign to
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Non-Numeric Values
The  greater  than  symbol  is  only  defined  for  numbers  and
ordered  quantities.  Using  it  with  non-comparable  items  (like
colors) is meaningless. However, it can be applied to variables
representing measurable attributes.

Forgetting the Equals
Component
When solving inequalities, some students neglect the possibility
of  equality and use > instead of  ≥ (or vice versa).  Checking
boundary conditions is essential.

REAL-WORLD APPLICATIONS OF THE GREATER THAN
SYMBOL

The maths sign for greater than is not confined to textbooks.
It appears everywhere:

Finance: Comparing interest rates (e.g., Bank A offers
5.5% > Bank B’s 4.2%).
Science: Stating that a solution’s pH > 7 indicates
alkalinity.
Technology: In programming, conditions like if score > 90
trigger a grade of A.
Daily Life: Checking if weight on a scale > 50 kg, or if
temperature > 30°C means a hot day.

Sports: Comparing team scores, run rates, or player
statistics.

Understanding the symbol enables clear data interpretation and
decision-making in these contexts.

HOW TO TYPE THE GREATER THAN SYMBOL

The  greater  than sign  is  easy  to  produce  on  virtually  any
keyboard:

On a standard QWERTY keyboard: Press the period key
(.) while holding the Shift key. The period key has the <
symbol on its lower half and the > symbol on the upper
half.
On a smartphone or tablet: Switch to the numeric and
symbol keyboard, then locate the > symbol (often by
holding the period key or tapping the symbol button).
In HTML: Use the entity > to display the > sign, though
typing it directly is usually fine.
In LaTeX: The command is simply > or \textgreater.

TEACHING CHILDREN THE GREATER THAN SIGN

Educators use tactile and visual methods to introduce the maths
sign  for  greater  than  to  young  students.  Key  strategies
include:

Number lines: Show that numbers to the right are1.
greater. Draw arrows from a smaller number to a larger
one, then introduce the symbol.
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Alligator craft: Create a paper alligator mouth that snaps2.
toward the bigger pile of blocks or dots.
Spoken sentences: Have students say "20 is greater than3.
15" while writing 20 > 15.
Comparison cards: Use cards with two numbers and a4.
blank space; students place the correct symbol card.
Games: Online games and board games that reward5.
correct comparisons.

Once children are comfortable with > and <, they can move on to
more complex topics like compound inequalities  and absolute
values.

GREATER THAN IN RELATION TO LESS THAN AND
EQUALS

The three fundamental comparison signs—>, <, and =—cover all
possibilities when comparing two numbers a and b:

a > b (a is greater than b)
a < b (a is less than b)
a = b (a equals b)

These are mutually exclusive; exactly one holds for any two real
numbers. This trichotomy property is a cornerstone of ordered
number systems.
In advanced mathematics, the greater than sign also appears
in strict inequalities (as opposed to non-strict inequalities using
≥  or  ≤).  Understanding  the  difference  is  crucial  when  graphing
solution sets (open vs. closed circles on number lines) and when

solving optimization problems.

COMMON QUESTIONS ABOUT THE GREATER THAN
SYMBOL

What does the symbol >
mean in algebra?
It denotes that the expression on the left is strictly larger than
the  expression  on  the  right.  It  is  used  in  inequalities  to  define
ranges  of  values.

Can > be used with
variables?
Yes.  Statements  like  2x  + 1  > 7  are  common.  Solving such
inequalities is similar to solving equations, but with special rules
when multiplying or dividing by negative numbers (the sign flips).

Is there a mnemonic for
remembering the
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difference between > and
<?
Yes.  Many people  remember  that  the  greater than symbol
opens to the left, while the less than symbol opens to the right.
Another  mnemonic:  the  arrow  tip  always  points  toward  the
smaller number.

CONCLUSION

The  maths  sign  for  greater  than  is  much  more  than  a
classroom curiosity—it is an essential tool for logical reasoning,
data  comparison,  and  mathematical  communication.  From its
historical introduction by Thomas Harriot to its modern ubiquitous
presence in digital screens and textbooks, the symbol > enables
us  to  express  order  and  inequality  efficiently  and  elegantly.  By
mastering the greater than symbol, along with its counterparts
< and =, learners of


