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INTRODUCTION 

Subtraction, along with addition, multiplication and division, represent the four basic operations. Flexibility 

in performing these operations is important, and as educators we should be aware of a variety of approaches 

that could potentially resonate differently with different learners. In this article I explore various strategies 

for carrying out subtraction.  

WHAT IS SUBTRACTION? 

There are a number of ways that the operation known as ‘subtraction’ can be described or conceptualised. 

Here are the three main ways: 

 TAKING AWAY:  15 take away 7 leaves 8 

  The larger number is shown, and the smaller number is taken away  

  to leave the answer. This taking away process could for example be  

  carried out using a counting down technique. 

 

 THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN:  The difference between 7 and 2 is 5 

    Both the minuend and subtrahend are shown, and the answer 

    is called the difference. This difference could be determined, for 

    example, through the use of a number line. 

      

 

               minuend    subtrahend    difference 

 COUNTING ON: 13 and 6 make 19, so 19 minus 13 is 6 

   Rather than taking the smaller number away from the larger number to get the  

   answer (19 take away 13 leaves 6), one counts on from the smaller number (13)  

   to get to the larger number (19), the answer being the number counted on (6). 

STRATEGIES USED WHEN TEACHING SUBTRACTION 

Each of the six strategies I will now discuss resonates, to different degrees, with one or other of the above 

ways of thinking about subtraction. An important point to keep in mind is that while carrying out these 

strategies, learners should build on the mental strategies that they have explored in class during their mental 

maths sessions. 

 
  

  7 −  2 =  5 
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STRATEGY 1: ‘COUNTING ON’ USING THE NUMBER LINE 

Consider the subtraction operation 67 − 46. One can use a number line to count on from 46 in convenient 

steps. For example, one could begin at 46 and count on 4 to get to the round number 50. From there one 

can count on 17 to get to 67. Adding 4 and 17 gets us to the desired answer of 21. 

 
 

STRATEGY 2: ‘COUNTING BACK’ USING THE NUMBER LINE 

Consider the subtraction operation 267 − 78. Learners can use a number line to count backwards in stages 

that involve numbers with which they feel comfortable. For example, starting at 267 they could count back 

70 to get 197, and then count back 8 (or even two steps of 7 and 1) to get to the desired answer of 189. 

 
 

STRATEGY 3: ‘DECOMPOSITION’ OR ‘PARTITIONING’  

Consider the subtraction operation  4457 − 2174. Learners can partition each number into thousands, 

hundreds, tens and units: 

  4457    →     4000 +  400 +  50 +  7 

  2174    →     2000 +  100 +  70 +  4 

The operation  4457 − 2174  is thus carried out in separate stages as follows: 

      4000 +  400 +  50 +  7 
 

  − ( 2000 +  100 +  70 +  4 ) 
__________________________ 

  =   2000 +  300 −  20 +  3    

The final answer to the subtraction is thus  2000 + 300 − 20 + 3 =  2283. 
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The slight complication with this particular question is with the subtraction of the tens, since  50 − 70 =

−20. To avoid this problem we can carry across from the hundreds so that  + 400 + 50  becomes  +300 +

150 as illustrated below: 

          4000 +  𝟑𝟎𝟎 +  𝟏𝟓𝟎 +  7 
 

      − ( 2000 +  100 +    70  +  4 ) 
    __________________________ 

      =   2000 +  200  +   80 +  3    

The final answer to the subtraction thus becomes  2000 + 200 + 80 + 3 =  2283.  
 

In this example we only had to carry across from the hundreds to the tens. In some cases it might be 

necessary to carry out multiple ‘carryings’, in which case one would need to move systematically from left 

to right, i.e. from the thousands, to the hundreds, to the tens, and finally to the units. The value of this 

approach is that it builds conceptual understanding of the shortened vertical column algorithm for 

subtraction which learners will encounter later on. 

 

STRATEGY 4: ‘COUNTING ON’ WITHOUT A NUMBER LINE  

Consider the subtraction operation 1975 − 746. With this strategy learners begin with the subtrahend, i.e. 

746, and count on using appropriate number bonds. For the given example we could accomplish this in 

three steps by adding 54 to 746 to arrive at 800, then adding 1100 to 800 to arrive at 1900, and then finally 

adding 75 to 1900 to arrive at the minuend, i.e. 1975. The answer to the subtraction in than calculated by 

adding these three ‘counting on’ steps. We thus have  1975 − 746 = 54 + 1100 + 75 = 1229. 

 

   746 + 𝟓𝟒 = 800 

                ↳   800 + 𝟏𝟏𝟎𝟎 = 1900 

                ↳   1900 + 𝟕𝟓 = 1975 
 

              ∴    1975 − 746 =   𝟓𝟒 + 𝟏𝟏𝟎𝟎 + 𝟕𝟓 =  1229 

 

In this particular example we carried out the ‘counting on’ process in three steps, but learners can use as 

many steps as they feel comfortable with. 

 

STRATEGY 5: ‘ADDING OR SUBTRACTING FLEXIBLY’  

Consider the subtraction operation 3652 − 437. With this strategy learners use numbers flexibly in order to 

reach the solution. One possible approach could be to subtract 400 from 3600 to get 3200. In effect this 

simplifies the question to 3252 − 37. One could then notice that adding 15 to 37 gets us to 52, from which 

we get to our required answer of 3215.  
 

   3600 − 400 → 3200 

      37 + 𝟏𝟓 → 52 

            3200 + 𝟏𝟓 → 3215 

               ∴    3652 − 437 = 3215 
 

The emphasis of this particular strategy is its flexibility, and learners should explore different approaches to 

find what is most comfortable for them. 
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STRATEGY 6: ‘ADJUSTING BOTH NUMBERS’ 

In this technique we adjust both numbers to make the calculation simpler. The technique relies on the fact 

that if both numbers are adjusted upwards (or downwards) the difference between them doesn’t change. A 

good approach is to adjust the subtrahend so that it is a multiple of 1000 or 100 or 10 as appropriate. 

Consider for example the subtraction operation 342 − 186. If we add 14 to both the minuend and the 

subtrahend then the subtraction becomes 356 − 200, which is far simpler to calculate. 
 

      342 − 186 

                            =   356 − 200 

                 =   156 
    

What about a more challenging calculation? Consider the subtraction operation  7468 − 3689. We can 

significantly simplify the subtraction process by adjusting both numbers upwards by 311 so that the 

subtrahend becomes a multiple of 1000: 
 

      7468 − 3689 

                                   =   7779 − 4000 

                  =   3779 

 

This strategy of adjusting both the minuend and subtrahend is particularly useful in that it eliminates the 

need to carry across from the thousands to the hundreds etc.  
    

CONCLUDING COMMENTS 

Learners from a young age need to be exposed to mentally accessible and efficient strategies when carrying 

out subtraction calculations. As teachers we need to be flexible in our approach and allow opportunities for 

learners to explore alternative strategies, whether they are learner invented or procedurally learnt. An 

important part of this process is that learners need to develop a firm conceptual understanding of what they 

are doing, and they should be encouraged to explain and verbally articulate their thought process while 

employing these various strategies. 

 

 

 


