
 

 Calculation Policy 

Subtraction 

Progression of skills  How to do it 
Subtraction 

 
 

 
There are 5 structures for subtraction which need to be introduced to the children 
 
Reduction: Counting back 
 
Partitioning: Take away 
 
Comparison: Numbers are compared (finding the difference) 
 
Inverse of addition 
 
The complement of a set (How many counters are yellow and how many are not yellow) This is mainly used in data 
handling – carroll diagrams etc. 
 
There is an over reliance on the partitioning structure to model subtraction – it is an important aspect of subtraction 
but you need to ensure that this is not the only structure taught to the children. 
 
 

Oral counting  
Count back from x to y 
(Reduction structure) 
 
 
Begin to relate 
subtraction to take away 
(Partitioning structure) 
 

Sing songs where you are counting backwards e.g. five little men in a flying saucer. Play games which involve counting back 
and practical activities to begin to use appropriate vocabulary. 
 
Use objects to demonstrate how one is taken away each time. 
 
Children to use objects or their fingers to take things away - also show this a number story 



 

 
 
Subtract two 1-digit to 10 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
5 take away 1 equals 4 
 
 

Find one less than a given number – ensure you use the language of one less so the children can relate it to take away 
 
9 – 3  
Use equipment for the larger number only and remove the smaller number. Physically remove objects one at a time and find out 
how many are left.  
 
 
Recognise that there are fewer objects when objects are removed from a set. Use a variety of equipment – Numicon covers are 
good for this. (Partitioning Structure) 
 
Use a number track – child counts back from the first number to the second. (Reduction Structure) 
 
 
Using double sided counters drop them and the children have to identify how many are yellow and how many are not yellow 
(complements of a set structure) 
 
 
Use a printed number line 
 
 
 
Model to the children using the correct terminology e.g. 5 minus 1 equals 4. Ensure the children understand the language 
before using the symbols 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Part whole models, bar models, ten frames and Numicon support partitioning. Tens frames, number tracks, single bar models 
and bead strings support reduction.  Cubes and bar models with 2 bars can support finding the difference. 
 



 

 
Subtract by finding the 
difference (comparison 
structure) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Use structured apparatus such as Cuisenaire to use the language of finding the difference e.g. the black is shorter than the 
orange. 
 

 
 
 
 
 

The difference between the black and orange is green 
 

 
 
 
Use Numicon to show the difference. The difference between green and red is yellow. The difference between 8 and 5 is 3. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Find 2 numicon tiles that show a difference of 2. How many different ways can you find? 
 

 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Use objects to show the difference between 2 numbers 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Subtract 1 and 2-digit 
numbers to 20 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Use a printed number line to show the difference between 2 numbers. 
 
 
 
 
 

Not bridging tens 
 
16 – 3 
Use equipment such as base 10 and Numicon. Highlight the link for the ones digit as part of known bonds. E.g. if 6 – 3 = 3 we 
also know that 16 – 3 = 13 
 
Get equipment for the larger number using knowledge of place value e.g. 1 ten and 6 ones 
 

 
 
Use a printed number line 
 
Working out on a 100 square – this would only be appropriate if the children are familiar with how a hundred square works 
 
Drawing your own number line 
 

 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Bridging tens 
 
16 – 8 
 
Use equipment to get out the largest number and going back to the multiple of 10 and then the rest of the 8. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Efficient jumps on a number line or 100 square 
 
 
Drawing your own number line and doing it in 2 jumps – using known number bonds to support this  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
When subtracting one-digit numbers that cross 10, it is important to highlight that ten ones equal one ten. 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
Subtracting two 2-digit 
numbers 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Not bridging 10 
 
55 – 22 
 
Using equipment such as Numicon or base 10, making sure to remove the tens first and then the ones 

 
 
 
 
 

 
On a printed number line making sure to count back the tens first and then the ones 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Using a hundred square 
 
 
Drawing your own number line, 2 jumps of ten and then the ones 
 
 

 
 
Drawing own number line, a jump of 20 and a jump of 2 ones 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Bridging 10 
 
55 - 27 
 
Using equipment such as Numicon or base ten 
 

 
 
 
 
Drawing your own number lines, subtracting the tens digit first and then doing the bonds jumps (55 – 20 -  5 – 2). 
 
Drawing your own number line, subtracting the tens digit first - subtracting 20 rather than 2 jumps of 10 and then the ones digit. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

55 – 47 
 
Use a number line to show 
 this by counting on from the smallest number to the largest number. 

 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 
 
Subtracting 2 digit 
numbers by finding the 
difference 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Partitioned Column subtraction 
 
No exchange involved 
 
89 -35 = 54    Do this alongside equipment so the children can see the link between the equipment and a more formal written 
method 
 

 
 
 
With exchange 
 
72 – 47 
 
Introduce exchanging through practical subtraction. Make the larger number with the base 10, and then subtract 47 from it. 
They will need to exchange a 10 for ten units. Then subtract 7 followed by the 4 tens.  Show the written method alongside the 
equipment. 
 
When learning to exchange it is important that the children have the opportunity to partition and deconstruct numbers in 
different ways so that the pupils understand that when you exchange the number is still the same i.e. 72 = 60 + 12 = 50 + 22. 
Emphasise that the value hasn’t changed; we have just partitioned/deconstructed it in a different way. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Once pupils are secure with the understanding of exchanging they can use the partitioned column method to subtract any 2 and 
3 digit numbers. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 
Subtracting 2 and 3 digit 
numbers 
 
 
Subtracting by counting 
on 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

At this stage encourage the children to use the formal column method when calculated alongside straws, base-ten or place 
value counters. As numbers become larger, straws become less efficient. 
 
Children can also use a blank number line to count on to find the difference. Encourage them to jump to multiples of 10 to 
become more efficient. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
238 – 146  
 
 

 
 
 
 
Continue counting on as a mental strategy for numbers that are close together and for the numbers that are nearly multiples of 
10, 100 and 1000 e.g. 501 – 495 
 
 
Compact column subtraction 
 
Children need to have a very secure understanding of place value and knowledge of number facts to move onto this method 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 
 
Subtract with up to 4 
digits 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Base ten and place value counters are the most effective manipulatives when subtracting numbers with up to 3 digits. Ensure 
children write out their calculation alongside any concrete resources so they can see the link with the written column method. 
Plain counters on a place value grid can also be used.to support learning. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2754 – 1562 
 
 
 
To introduce the compact method, ask the children to perform a subtraction calculation with the familiar partitioned column 
subtraction then display the compact version for the calculation they have done. Ask the pupils to consider how it relates to the 
method they know, what is similar and what is different? This will develop their understanding of it. 



 

 
 
Subtract with at least 4-
digit numbers 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Base ten and place value 
counters are the most effective 
manipulatives when adding 
numbers with up to 3 digits. 
Ensure children write out their 
calculation alongside any 
concrete resources so they 
can see the link with the 
written column method. Plain 
counters on a place value grid 
can also be used.to support 
learning. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
31056 – 2128 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 
Subtract with up to 3 
decimal places 

 
 
Place value counters or plain 
counters on a place value grid 
are the most effective concrete 
resources when subtracting 
numbers with more than 4 digits. 
At this stage, children should be 
encouraged to work in the 
abstract, using the column 
method to add larger numbers 
efficiently. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Subtract with decimal values, including mixtures of integers and decimals, aligning the decimal point 
Add a zero in any empty decimal places to aid understanding of what to subtract in that column. 
 
 



 

 
 
Create lots of opportunities for subtracting and finding differences with money and measures 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Place value counters and plain counters on a place value grid are the most effective manipulatives when subtracting decimals 
with 1,2 and then 3 decimal places. Ensure children have experience of adding decimals with a variety of decimal places. This 
includes putting it into context when adding money and other measures. 
 
 

 



 

Benefits of Equipment Models and Images 



 

 



 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 


