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INTRODUCTION 

Determining the lowest common denominator is a fundamental skill required when comparing, adding or 

subtracting fractions – whether numeric or algebraic. This paper outlines a sequence of activities that aims 

to develop conceptual understanding of this important skill. The basic concept of the lowest common 

multiple is first introduced. This is then extended to the notion of a lowest common denominator within 

the context of numeric fractions and finally in relation to algebraic fractions.   

LOWEST COMMON MULTIPLE 

The lowest common multiple (LCM) – also referred to as the least common multiple – of two or more 

integers is the smallest positive integer that is divisible by each of them. By way of example, the lowest 

common multiple of 5, 6 and 8 is 120, since this is the smallest positive integer divisible by 5, 6 and 8. There 

are a number of different methods for determining the LCM of two or more integers. Three of these 

methods are illustrated below. 

 COMPARING MULTIPLES OF EACH INTEGER 

In this method, multiples of each number are systematically written down. The lists are then 

compared to identify multiples that the various integers have in common. The smallest multiple that 

is common to all is the LCM. Consider the two integers 12 and 18: 

Multiples of 12:  12  ;  24  ;  36  ;  48  ;  60  ;  72  ;  84  ;  96  ;  108  … 

  Multiples of 18:  18  ;  36  ;  54  ;  72  ;  90  ;  108  … 

 The LCM of 12 and 18 is thus 36. 

 DECOMPOSITION INTO PRIME FACTORS 

In this method, each number is prime factorised, e.g. by means of a factor tree. Each common prime 

factor is then identified. The LCM is the product of each common prime factor along with all 

remaining prime factors. Let us again consider the two integers 12 and 18: 

 

 

 

 

 

From the factor trees we see that the two shared prime factors are 2 and 3. The product of these 

shared factors along with the remaining factors is 𝟐 × 𝟑 × 2 × 3 = 36. The LCM of 12 and 18 is 

thus 36. 

 








