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Before we can understand how a simple translation tessellation is created, it is 
important to review a few key mathematical concepts.  The first is translation: this is 
when an object is moved in any direction, without changing its size, rotating, or 
flipping it.  The translated shape will look the same, but be in a different place.

In the diagram here, every point of the triangle is moved the same distance and in 
the same direction—which you can check by comparing the coordinates of the points 
on the grid—in order to translate the object.
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We should also briefly review the term “tessellation.”  A tessellation is a repeating 
pattern of shapes that can continue infinitely on a plane—a flat surface.  This pattern 
must first have no gaps or holes between shapes, and second have no overlaps 
between shapes.

Which of the following four patterns meet are tessellations?

Answer: B and C are tessellations, A and D are not—A because there are gaps 
between the circles, and D because the shapes overlap.
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Having reviewed the terms translation and tessellation, we can now understand how 
simple translation tessellations are made!  Firstly, a translation tessellation is a 
pattern with no gaps or overlaps (e.g. a tessellation), made by sliding (e.g. translating) 
a shape to repeat it.  Here you can see how the bird shape—outlined in black—is slid 
up and across the surface to form the translation tessellation.  Notice that the shape 
is never flipped or rotated as it is repeated.
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In this activity we will practice translating shapes in tessellations! With your finger—if 
using a screen—or with a pen, outline the basic shape that is being repeated in each 
of the translation tessellations on the following four slides.  Then draw arrows to 
indicate the directions in which the shapes are being translated (“slid”).  As an 
example, the shape in the tessellation on this slide has been outlined, and arrows 
have been drawn in all directions in which the shape is being translated or “slid.”
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