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DIVISION STRATEGIES 

Different division problems lend themselves to different approaches and calculation strategies. As a teacher 

it is important to be flexible in one’s approach when teaching division, but at the same time ensure that the 

learners are accurate and efficient with the particular strategy employed. In LTM 17 (pp. 38 – 41), Moyo and 

Samson discussed a variety of mental computation strategies, particularly in relation to addition and 

subtraction. Here I provide a discussion of different division strategies that could be useful when engaging 

with division in the classroom.  

Using factors of the divisor 

Using factors of the divisor allows one to carry out the division calculation in stages. Consider dividing 465 

by 15. Since 15 has factors 3 and 5 we can proceed by first dividing 465 by 5 and then dividing this quotient 

by 3. 
 

    465 ÷ 15 →  465 ÷ (5 × 3) 
 

  465 ÷ 5 = 93 and 93 ÷ 3 = 31, thus 465 ÷ 15 = 31 

This method is of course not possible if there is a remainder. 

Changing the division into a multiplication calculation 

Since multiplication is the inverse operation of division, and since learners are often more confident 

performing multiplication, it is sometimes convenient to convert a division calculation into a multiplication 

calculation instead. If one wanted to divide 12 by 4, one could restructure the question, and thus one’s 

reasoning process, by thinking of it in terms of the number of multiples of 4 needed to make 12.   
 

      12 ÷ 4 = ?  →  4 × ? = 12 
 

One could then perform the multiplication calculation simply by counting in 4s. 

Halving the dividend and the divisor 

Although this technique only works if both the dividend and divisor are even, i.e. divisible by 2, it can be 

extremely useful. In order to calculate 3480 ÷ 8, for example, we see that both 3480 and 8 are divisible by 2. 

We can thus halve both the dividend as well as the divisor to obtain an equivalent but simpler calculation, 

1740 ÷ 4. Since both numbers are still divisible by 2 we can repeat the process to obtain 870 ÷ 2, and a final 

halving of both dividend and divisor gives 435 ÷ 1. The answer to the original division calculation is thus 

435:    

3480 ÷ 8  →  1740 ÷ 4  →  870 ÷ 2  →  435 ÷ 1   thus   3480 ÷ 8 = 435 

Partitioning of the dividend 

Division calculations can sometimes be simplified by partitioning the dividend into component parts which 

are divisible by the divisor. In order to calculate 1584 ÷ 4 we can partition the divisor into 1000, 500, 80 and 

4: 

1584 = (1000 + 500 + 80 +4) 

    1000 ÷ 4    →     250 

      500 ÷ 4      →     125 

        80 ÷ 4  →       20 

          4 ÷ 4  →         1 

We thus have: 1584 ÷ 4 = 250 + 125 + 20 + 1 = 396. 
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Decomposing the dividend flexibly 

This technique is similar to that of partitioning, except the component parts are not necessarily 1000s, 100s, 

10s and units, but other subdivisions chosen for convenience. Consider the calculation 1690 ÷ 13. A 

convenient decomposition of 1690 could for example be 1300 + 390 since both of these numbers are 

multiples of 13.    

 1690 ÷ 13 = ?     

-1300 ÷ 13 → 100 

   390   

  -390 ÷ 13 →   30 

    . . . 

Thus: 1690 ÷ 13 = 100 + 30 = 130 

Using multiples of the divisor 

By working with multiples of the divisor, one can perform a division calculation in stages by means of 

repeated subtraction. This is very similar to the above technique, but is carried out in a slightly more 

structured and systematic way. By way of example, consider the calculation of 1968 ÷ 8. Let us begin by 

considering a table of the multiples of 8: 

   1 × 8 = 8  10 × 8 = 80  100 × 8 = 800 

   2 × 8 = 16  20 × 8 = 160  200 × 8 = 1600 

   3 × 8 = 24  30 × 8 = 240  300 × 8 = 2400 

   4 × 8 = 32  40 × 8 = 320  400 × 8 = 3200 

          ⋮             ⋮    ⋮ 

To calculate 1968 ÷ 8 we can simply subtract convenient multiples of 8 from 1968 in stages. Starting with 

the right-most column of the above table, we see that the most convenient 100s multiple to subtract would 

be 1600, i.e. 200 × 8. 1968 minus 1600 leaves 368. Moving to the middle column the most convenient 10s 

multiple to subtract would be 320, i.e. 40 × 8. 368 minus 320 leaves 48. Moving to the left-most column we 

see that 6 × 8 = 48, and subtracting 48 from 48 gives an answer of 0. We thus have: 

1968 ÷ 8 =  ? 

-1600 ÷ 8 → 200 
   368 
  -320 ÷ 8 →   40 
     48 
    -48 ÷ 8 →     6 
      . . 

Thus: 1968 ÷ 8 = 200 + 40 + 6 = 246 

CONCLUDING COMMENT 

Division is a complex operation, the teaching of which requires careful thought and planning. By allowing 

learners to solve simple division problems flexibly, using a variety of strategies, the conceptual basis of the 

long division process is likely to be better established. A solid foundation in basic mental number work is 

essential if learners are to master the division operation.  

 
 




