
Can you believe THIS is math?

Imagine that you are having a birthday party. You invite 10 of your friends: Amy, Bobby, Cin-
dy, David, Ellen, Frederick, Gertrude, Harry, Jerry and Kate to attend. Because you and your 
friends are all very nice and friendly people, you naturally want to shake hands with each other. 
If everyone at your party, including you, shakes hands with everybody else once, how many 
handshakes will there be in total? If two people shake hands with one another, we will have one 
KDQGVKDNH��,Q�RUGHU�WR�VROYH�WKLV�SUREOHP��\RX�QHHG�WR�¿JXUH�RXW�KRZ�PDQ\�SRVVLEOH�FRPELQD-
tions of two people shaking hands can there be at your party. This is hard to do right away for 
DOO����SHRSOH��VR�VWDUW�ZLWK�VPDOOHU�QXPEHUV�DQG�WKHQ�JUDGXDOO\�¿JXUH�WKH�QXPEHUV�RXW�IRU����
people.

To make writing notation simpler, let:

A = Amy     B = Bobby    C = Cindy   D = David   E = Ellen   F = Frederick   

G = Gertrude   H = Harry   I = You    J = Jerry   K = Kate



Can you believe THIS is math?

Another way to help understand and visualize this problem is by drawing circles and lines in-
side them to show the number of handshakes:
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