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Geometry is a major strand in the secondary curriculum. One of the
objectives that students must meet in their program of study is that of
identifying plane figures. While students do well with identifying
triangles, rectangles, and circles, some of the finer points of these and
other figures are overlooked.
Some time ago, in an issue of Take It to the MAT, we discussed the
classification of quadrilaterals. In this installment, we’ll examine the
simple triangle.
Triangles can be classified either by the length of the sides (scalene,
isosceles, equilateral) or the measures of their angles (acute, right, obtuse).
Scalene: A triangle with no sides equal in length.
Isosceles: A triangle with at least two sides equal in length.
Equilateral: A triangle with all three sides equal in length.
Acute: A triangle with all angles measuring less than 90°.
Right: A triangle with one right angle (90°).
Obtuse: A triangle with one angle greater than 90°.
Consider the terms describing the sides. Either a triangle is scalene or
it is not. There is no third possibility. So, if a triangle is not scalene, it
must be isosceles and/or equilateral. That’s right, it can be both. If a
triangle is equilateral, then it is also isosceles. However, not all
isosceles triangles are equilateral. Read the last two sentences again.
In terms of the angles, a triangle can only be one of the three types.
Recall that the sum of the interior angles of a triangle must be 180°. If
a triangle is obtuse—with one angle over 90°—the other angles must
total less than 90°, so each must be less than 90°. If a triangle is
right—with one 90° angle—the other angles must sum to 90°, and
therefore each must be less than 90°.
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A visual note. In the drawings shown, not all of the triangles are drawn with a horizontal segment,
particularly at the bottom. Students should see and draw triangles in all orientations and still be
able to classify them. (You’ve probably heard the story of students referring to
as a right
triangle and
as a left triangle.)
Lastly, since triangles can be classified both according to sides and angles, they may have two
names. For example, a figure may be an isosceles, acute triangle, or a scalene, obtuse triangle.
Students should be encouraged to explore whether any or every combination is possible. For
example, is it possible to construct an equilateral, right triangle?
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