
find the zeros of the function
algebraically
Finding the zeros of a function algebraically is a fundamental concept in algebra and
calculus, crucial for understanding the behavior of functions and their graphs. The zeros
of a function, also known as roots or solutions, represent the points where the function
intersects the x-axis. In simpler terms, these are the values of x for which the function f(x)
equals zero. This article will explore various methods for finding the zeros of different
types of functions, including polynomial, rational, and radical functions, and provide step-
by-step instructions to solve them.

Understanding the Basics

Before diving into the methods of finding the zeros, it is essential to grasp the core
concepts involved.

Definition of Zeros

- Zeros of a function: The values of x that make the function f(x) = 0. These points are
significant as they indicate where the function changes its sign.
- Graphical interpretation: On a graph, the zeros are the x-coordinates of the points where
the graph crosses or touches the x-axis.

Importance of Finding Zeros

Finding the zeros of a function is vital for various reasons:

1. Graphing: Knowing the zeros helps in sketching the graph of the function accurately.
2. Applications: In real-world scenarios, zeros can represent critical values such as profit-
loss points in economics or equilibrium points in physics.
3. Root analysis: Understanding the nature and multiplicity of zeros aids in analyzing the
function's behavior.

Methods for Finding Zeros Algebraically

There are several methods to find the zeros of functions algebraically, depending on the
type of function involved. Below are the most common approaches:



1. Factoring

Factoring is one of the most straightforward methods for finding the zeros of polynomial
functions.

Steps to factor a polynomial:

- Identify the polynomial: Start with a polynomial function, such as f(x) = ax^2 + bx + c.
- Factor the polynomial: Look for two numbers that multiply to ac (the product of a and c)
and add to b. Rewrite the middle term and factor by grouping.
- Set each factor to zero: After factoring, set each factor equal to zero and solve for x.

Example:
Find the zeros of f(x) = x^2 - 5x + 6.

1. Factor the polynomial: f(x) = (x - 2)(x - 3).
2. Set each factor to zero:
- x - 2 = 0 → x = 2
- x - 3 = 0 → x = 3

Thus, the zeros are x = 2 and x = 3.

2. Using the Quadratic Formula

For polynomials of degree two (quadratic functions), the quadratic formula is a powerful
tool.

Quadratic Formula:
x = \(\frac{-b \pm \sqrt{b^2 - 4ac}}{2a}\)

Steps to use the quadratic formula:

1. Identify the coefficients a, b, and c from the quadratic equation ax^2 + bx + c = 0.
2. Plug these values into the quadratic formula.
3. Simplify to find the zeros.

Example:
Find the zeros of f(x) = 2x^2 - 4x - 6.

1. Identify coefficients: a = 2, b = -4, c = -6.
2. Apply the quadratic formula:
- Discriminant: b^2 - 4ac = (-4)^2 - 4(2)(-6) = 16 + 48 = 64
- x = \(\frac{-(-4) \pm \sqrt{64}}{2(2)}\) = \(\frac{4 \pm 8}{4}\)
3. Calculate zeros:
- x = \(\frac{12}{4} = 3\) and x = \(\frac{-4}{4} = -1\)

Thus, the zeros are x = 3 and x = -1.



3. Synthetic Division and the Rational Root Theorem

For polynomials with integer coefficients, the Rational Root Theorem can help identify
possible rational zeros.

Steps:

1. List potential rational roots: The possible rational roots are the factors of the constant
term divided by the factors of the leading coefficient.
2. Use synthetic division: Test each potential root using synthetic division until you find
one that results in a remainder of zero.
3. Factor the polynomial: Once a root is found, factor the polynomial to find the remaining
zeros.

Example:
Find the zeros of f(x) = x^3 - 6x^2 + 11x - 6.

1. Possible rational roots: ±1, ±2, ±3, ±6.
2. Test x = 1:
- f(1) = 1 - 6 + 11 - 6 = 0 (found a root!)
3. Use synthetic division to factor:
- f(x) = (x - 1)(x^2 - 5x + 6)
4. Factor the quadratic: (x - 1)(x - 2)(x - 3)

Thus, the zeros are x = 1, x = 2, and x = 3.

4. Setting Rational Functions to Zero

For rational functions, the zeros can be found by examining the numerator.

Steps:

1. Identify the rational function, f(x) = P(x)/Q(x).
2. Set the numerator P(x) to zero.
3. Solve for x.

Example:
Find the zeros of f(x) = (x^2 - 4)/(x + 1).

1. Set the numerator to zero: x^2 - 4 = 0.
2. Factor: (x - 2)(x + 2) = 0.
3. Solve: x = 2 and x = -2.

Thus, the zeros are x = 2 and x = -2.



5. Finding Zeros of Radical Functions

For radical functions, it’s essential to isolate the radical before squaring both sides.

Steps:

1. Isolate the radical expression in the equation.
2. Square both sides to eliminate the radical.
3. Solve the resulting equation for x.
4. Check for extraneous solutions.

Example:
Find the zeros of f(x) = √(x + 4) - 2.

1. Isolate the radical: √(x + 4) = 2.
2. Square both sides: x + 4 = 4.
3. Solve: x = 0.

Since 0 is valid in the original equation, the zero is x = 0.

Conclusion

Finding the zeros of a function algebraically is a critical skill in algebra and calculus. By
utilizing methods such as factoring, the quadratic formula, synthetic division, and isolating
radicals, one can efficiently determine the points where a function intersects the x-axis.
Understanding these methods not only aids in solving mathematical problems but also
enhances one’s analytical abilities to interpret real-world situations modeled by functions.
Whether you are a student, educator, or simply a math enthusiast, mastering these
techniques will undoubtedly serve you well in your mathematical journey.

Frequently Asked Questions

What does it mean to find the zeros of a function
algebraically?
Finding the zeros of a function algebraically means determining the values of the variable
for which the function equals zero, typically by solving the equation f(x) = 0.

What methods can be used to find the zeros of a
polynomial function?
Common methods to find the zeros of a polynomial function include factoring, using the
quadratic formula, synthetic division, and the Rational Root Theorem.



How do you use the quadratic formula to find the zeros
of a quadratic function?
To use the quadratic formula, apply it as x = (-b ± √(b² - 4ac)) / (2a), where a, b, and c are
the coefficients of the quadratic equation ax² + bx + c = 0.

Can you demonstrate how to find the zeros of the
function f(x) = x² - 5x + 6?
To find the zeros, factor the equation as (x - 2)(x - 3) = 0. Thus, the zeros are x = 2 and x =
3.

What role do the zeros of a function play in its graph?
The zeros of a function represent the x-intercepts of its graph, where the graph crosses
the x-axis, indicating the points at which the function value is zero.
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