
The Cartesian Coordinate Plane 

 

How is the coordinate plane set up? 

Before we can get into lines, we need to know how to graph points on a coordinate plane and discover 

how a coordinate plane is set up. The coordinate plane has two axes. One of the axes is vertical and the 

other is horizontal.  You can think of the two axes as two number lines and where they cross they are 

both zero. The horizontal axis is called the x-axis.  This axis is set up like a number line, where the 

negative numbers are on the left of zero and the positive numbers are on the right of zero.  As you read 

from left to right across the x-axis, the numbers will get larger. The y-axis is the vertical axis. As you go 

up, you probably think of things getting larger and that is exactly what happens on the  

y-axis.  As we move up from zero where the y-axis crosses the x-axis, the numbers are positive and get 

larger.  As we move down on the y-axis from zero, the values are negative and get smaller. Here is a 

picture of this: 

 

Figure 1: x-axis and y-axis 

To locate points or locations on this coordinate plane, think of a road map.  Have you ever been on a 

road trip and tried to locate a city?  You had to find the city in the legend and it gave you a letter and a 

number.  On one edge of the map there were numbers and the other edge of the map had letters.  You 

needed to locate the number and letter that your city had next to it in the legend and follow a grid both 

horizontally and vertically until the row and column for the number and letter met.  The square where 

the row and column for the number and letter for your city met would contain the location of your 

desired city. This process is exactly what you will do to find your locations on a coordinate plane, except 

we only have numbers, so we list the numbers in an ordered pair.  This ordered pair always has 

parentheses on the outside and is listed with an x-value, or x-coordinate, and a y-value, or y-coordinate. 



The two coordinates are separated by a comma as seen in this ordered pair, (x, y).  Some people have a 

hard time remembering which coordinate is which.  This can be alleviated  by asking the question, 

“What is first in the alphabet, x or y?” Well, x is first in the alphabet, so x will be first in the ordered pair.  

The ordered pair follows the order of the alphabet for x and y. 

Plotting Points 

Let’s plot the point (2, -3).  We first need to find 2 on the x-axis and -3 on the y-axis. Now slowly go 

horizontally and vertically until the horizontal line at y = -3 and the vertical line at x = 2 meet.  Where 

they meet is the location for the ordered pair of (2, -3).  That is all there is to graphing points on a 

coordinate plane. 

 

Figure 2: point (2,-3) in a coordinate system 

You may have noticed that the coordinate plane has four sections to it.  These four sections are called 

quadrants. The first quadrant is in the top right corner.  The quadrants are named by going 

counterclockwise around the graph.  We always use Roman numerals to name the quadrants.  The 

quadrants can tell you approximately were a location will land.  Notice that in the top right or Quadrant 

I, that the x-values and y-values are always positive. In the quadrant on the top left or Quadrant II, the x-

value is negative and the y-value is positive.  In the bottom left or Quadrant III, both the x-values and the 

y-values are negative. Finally, in the bottom right or Quadrant IV, the x-value is positive and the y-value 

is negative.  Knowing the signs of the coordinates you can already tell approximately were the point will 

land.  For instance,(2, -3) has a positive x-coordinate and a negative y-coordinate, so it should land in the 

bottom right or Quadrant IV.  Look at our example above.   Isn’t that where it landed? Yes it did. Below is 

a diagram that summarizes the quadrants and the signs for the x- and y-coordinates. 



 

Figure 3: four quadrants 

 


