
Early Years Mental Subtraction 

 

Early Years 

objectives 

Children should be able to 

recall:  

Mental calculation skills 

Working mentally with jottings, if needed, 

children should be able to:  

Mental methods or strategies 

Children should understand when to and be 

able to apply these strategies 

Vocabulary 

Given a number, identify 

1 less 

 

Using quantities and 

objects, subtract two 

single-digit numbers 

 

Count back to find the 

answer 

 

Write clearly identifiable 

numerals with correct 

formation and 

orientation. 

 

 

●one less than a given number 

(up to 20). 

 

●subtraction facts to 5 

●children physically take something away 

e.g. a compare bear from a number they 

are given. 

e.g. one less than 12 

Child counts out 12 items. Takes 1 away 

and then counts items to get an answer.  

 

 

●count back to find the answer. 

(Expected by the summer term)  

 

Number Bonds  

Children sing nursery rhymes to support their 

understanding of subtraction as taking away, 

e.g. five fat sausages sizzling in a pan, ten 

green bottles etc.  

 

Using Numicon 

Children place a smaller piece of numicon over 

a larger piece to see what is left and visualise 

the connection between addition and 

subtraction.  

 

Using fingers 

Children will understand how they can use 

their fingers to help them with subtraction 

 

 

 

 

-, subtract, take (away), minus  

leave  

how many are left/left over?  

how many are gone?  

one less, two less, ten less...  

how many fewer is... than...?  

how much less is...?  

difference between  

half, halve  
=, equals, sign, is the same as 
 

 

 

 

 

 



                                       Written Methods for Subtraction – Early Years 
 

What children might record  Models and Images 

 Children need opportunities to mark make in a variety of contexts – e.g. recording their 

score in a game, writing prices on labels for the shop... 

Provide a range of different sized papers and card, white boards, post-its, self-adhesive 

labels and clipboards etc. to encourage mark making. 

Ask questions like, ‘Can you put something on paper to show me your score…?’ 

 
Early subtraction in EYFS will primarily be concerned with ‘taking away’ and will be 

modelled using a wide range of models and resources.  

 

 

 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

10 stars in the 
sky and 2 blow 

up 

If there are… aliens in the 
spaceship and 2 fall out…. 

Rhymes and stories 

Oral counts- not always 
starting at one 

How many? 
 One more or less? 

 
One more or lesss 



                                                Year 1 Mental Subtraction 

 
Year 1 

objectives 

Children should be able to 

recall:  

Mental calculation skills 

Working mentally with jottings, if needed, 

children should be able to:  

Mental methods or strategies 

Children should understand when to and be able to 

apply these strategies 

Vocabulary 

Given a number, identify 

1 less 

 

Identify and represent 

numbers using objects 

and pictorial 

representations including 

the number line, and use 

the language of: equal to, 

less than (fewer), least 

 

Read, write and interpret 

mathematical statements 

involving subtraction (−) 

and equals (=) signs 

 

Represent and use 

subtraction facts within 

20 

 

Subtract one-digit and 

two-digit numbers from 

20, including 0 

 

Solve one-step problems 

that involve subtraction, 

using concrete objects 

and pictorial 

representations, and 

missing number problems 

such as 7 = ? − 9 

 

●one less than a given  2 digit 

number 

 

●what to take from 10 to make a 

single-digit number, e.g. 10 -  = 

3 

 

●subtraction facts to a total of 

10, e.g story of 7 is 7-7=0, 7-

1=6… 

 

●subtract a pair of single-digit numbers, 

e.g. 8 – 3 

 

●subtract a single-digit number from 10 

 

●subtract a single-digit number from a 

teens number without crossing 10, e.g. 18 

– 5 

 

●subtract to reach 10 from a teen 

number, e.g. 17-7=10 

 

●subtract pairs of multiples of 10 with 

totals up to 100, e.g. 100 - 70, 100 - □ = 

30 

 

●subtract 10 from any given 2-digit 

number 

 

 

 

Counting Up 

 
 

Counting Back 

 
 

 

 

 

-, subtract, take (away), 

minus  

leave  

how many are left/left 

over?  

how many are gone?  

one less, two less, ten 

less...  

how many fewer is... 

than...?  

how much less is...?  

difference between  

half, halve  
=, equals, sign, is the 

same as 
 

 

 



 

 

 

                            
                        Written Methods for Subtraction – Year One 

 

Children need to acquire one efficient written method of calculation for subtraction which they know they can rely on when mental methods are not appropriate. But, they should look 

at the actual numbers each time they see a calculation and decide whether or not their favoured method is most appropriate.  

When should we count back and when should we count on? This will alter depending on the calculation, but often the following rules apply:  

If the numbers are far apart, or there isn’t much to subtract (278 – 24) then count back.            If the numbers are close together (206 – 188), then count up 

                                                                                 In many cases, either strategy would be suitable     

                                        What children might record Models and Images 

Subtraction by counting back 

(Take Away/Reduction) 

Subtraction by counting up 

(Comparison/Inverse of Addition) 
 Numicon                                

                                                   

                                      

 
 

 

 

                       

Using Other Practical Equipment 

  
 
 
 
 
 

 

Jotting on a 100 Square 
 

 
 
 

Using a Numbered Line       

 
     
 

Numicon 

 
Using Other Practical Equipment (E.g. cubes etc)  

    
 

 

 

Using a Numbered Line 

Small differences can be found by counting up.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                      

Use the Counting On and 
Back ITP to support the 
imagery of counting on and 
back in ones and tens 

Difference ITP 

Use objects, count out one set above the 

number track and one set below.  

To find the difference, children need to 

identify how to make the two amounts the 

same. This should begin by removing objects 

from the larger amount, one at a time, until it is 

the same size as the smaller amount. As each 

object is removed the children count how many 

are being removed. 

 

Numicon is used to embed the visualisation 

of numbers when subtracting. 

 

 

33 – 10 = 23 

Children can use the 100 square to 

count back in ones or to count back 

ten/multiples of 10.  

 



Year 2 Mental Subtraction 

 
Year 2 

objectives 

Children should be able to 

recall:  

Mental calculation skills 

Working mentally with jottings, if 

needed, children should be able to:  

Mental methods or strategies 

Children should understand when to and be 

able to apply these strategies 

Vocabulary 

Recall and use subtraction facts to 20 

fluently, and derive and use related 

facts up to 100  

 

Subtract numbers using concrete 

objects, pictorial representations, and 

mentally, including:  

a two-digit number and 1s 

a two-digit number and 10s 

2 two-digit numbers 

 

Show that subtraction of one number 

from another cannot be done in any 

order 

 

Solve problems with subtraction:  

using concrete objects and pictorial 

representations, including those 

involving numbers, quantities and 

measures 

applying their increasing knowledge of 

mental and written methods  

 

Recognise and use the inverse 

relationship between addition and 

subtraction and use this to check 

calculations and solve missing number 

problems 

 

Recognise and use symbols for pounds 

(£) and pence (p); combine amounts to 

make a particular value 

 

Solve simple problems in a practical 

context involving subtraction of money 

of the same unit, including giving change 

●difference between  a single 

digit number and 10, e.g 10 – 4  

 

●subtraction facts for all 

numbers up to at least 10, e.g. 8 – 

5 

 

●difference between a single-

digit number and a teens number 

(without crossing 10) e.g. 18 – 5 

 

●what must be subtracted from 

a teen number to reach ten, e.g. 

17 – 7 = 10 

 

●all pairs of multiples of 10 with 

totals up to 100, e.g. 100 - 70, or 

100 - ◊=30 

 

●10 less than a given 2-digit 

number 

 

●subtract any single-digit number from 

a multiple of 10, e.g. 80 – 7 

 

●what must be subtracted from any 

two-digit number to make the previous 

multiple of 10, e.g. 52 - ◊ = 50 

 

●subtract a single-digit number  from a 

two-digit number, including crossing the 

tens boundary, e.g. 57 – 3, then 52 – 7 

 

●subtract a multiple of 10 from any two-

digit number, e.g. 72 – 50 

 

●subtract pairs of multiples of 10 and 

100, e.g. 190 - 70 

 

●subtract a pair of numbers up to 20,   

e.g. 12 – 7, 7 – 4, 19 - 11 

 

●subtract 9 or 11 by rounding and 

adjusting 

 

 

Counting Up 

 
 

 

Counting Back 

 
 

 

 

 

 

-, subtract, take away, 

minus  

leave, how many are 

left/left over?  

one less, two less... ten 

less... one hundred less  

how many less is... 

than...?  

how much fewer is...?  

difference between  

half, halve  

=, equals, sign, is the 

same as  

tens boundary  

 

 

 

 

 

 



                               
                                         Written Methods for Subtraction –Year Two 
 

Children need to acquire one efficient written method of calculation for subtraction which they know they can rely on when mental methods are not appropriate. But, they should 

look at the actual numbers each time they see a calculation and decide whether or not their favoured method is most appropriate.  

When should we count back and when should we count on? This will alter depending on the calculation, but often the following rules apply:  

If the numbers are far apart, or there isn’t much to subtract (278 – 24) then count back.            If the numbers are close together (206 – 188), then count up 

                                                                             In many cases, either strategy would be suitable     
                                            What children might record Models and Images 

Subtraction by counting back 

(Take Away/Reduction) 

Subtraction by counting up 

(Comparison/Inverse of Addition) 
USING A 100 SQUARE 

 
 
 

USING A NUMBERED LINE and AN EMPTY NUMBER LINE 

Step 1:  

    
 
    

Step 2:  

       
 
 

Step 3:  

                                            

USING A BEAD STRING 

23 – 18 = 5 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

USING A NUMBERED LINE and AN EMPTY NUMBER LINE 

                     
 
             

        
 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 
 

Difference ITP 

Use the Counting On and Back ITP 
to support the imagery of counting on 

and back in ones and tens 

 

Using Numicon 

33 - 12 = 21 

Partition the smaller number into 

tens and ones. Subtract the 

multiple of 10 first by jumping up 

on the 100 square and then 

subtract the ones by jumping 

across.  

Count up in ones from the smaller 

number.  

Children may then use their 

knowledge of number facts to 

count in a single jump e.g. +5 

Count up from the smaller to the larger number.  

Some children prefer to jump in tens and ones.  

Other children may use a ‘triple jump’ strategy of jumping to the 

next 10, then multiples of 10, then to the target number.  
 

Use knowledge of number 

facts to count back and 

cross any multiple of 10 

boundary.  

Subtract tens and ones in 

single jumps.  

Subtract all tens in a single 

jump and all ones in a single 

jump.  



 
Year 3 Mental Subtraction 

 
Year 3 

objectives 

Children should be able to 

recall:  

Mental calculation skills 

Working mentally with jottings, if needed, 

children should be able to:  

Mental methods or strategies 

Children should understand when to and be able to 

apply these strategies 

Vocabulary 

Subtract numbers 

mentally, including:  

a three-digit number 

and 1s 

a three-digit number 

and 10s 

a three-digit number 

and 100s 

 

Subtract numbers with 

up to 3 digits, using 

formal written methods 

of columnar subtraction 

  

Estimate the answer to a 

calculation and use 

inverse operations to 

check answers  

 

Solve problems, including 

missing number problems, 

using number facts, place 

value, and more complex 

subtraction 

 

Subtract amounts of 

money to give change, 

using both £ and p in 

practical contexts 

 

Measure, compare and 

subtract: lengths 

(m/cm/mm); mass (kg/g); 

volume/capacity (l/ml) 

 

●difference between a single 

digit number and a multiple of 10, 

e.g. 80 – 7 

 

●what must be subtracted from 

any two-digit number to make 

the previous multiple of 10, e.g. 

52 - ◊ = 50  

 

●the difference between a single 

digit number and a 2-digit 

number, including crossing the 

tens boundary, e.g. 52 - 7 

 

●the difference between a 

multiple of 10 and a 2 digit 

number eg 72 – 50 

 

●differences of multiples of 10 

or 100 e.g. 120 – 90 

 

●subtraction facts for all 

numbers up to 20, e.g. 12 – 7 

 

 

 

●subtract a single digit number from a 3-

digit number 

 

●subtract a multiple of 10 from a 3-digit 

number 

 

●subtract a multiple of 100 from a 3-digit 

number 

 

●subtract a near multiple of 10, e.g. 86 - 

38 

 

•subtract any pair of two-digit numbers, 

e.g. 68 - 35 

 

●subtract pairs of multiples of 1000 

 

●derive subtraction facts from multiples 

of 10 e.g. 10 – 8 =2 so 30 – 18 =12 

 

●subtract 9, 19 or 11, 21 by rounding and 

adjusting 

 

 

Counting Up 

 
 

 

Counting Back 

 
 

 

 

 

-, subtract, take (away), 

minus  

leave, how many are 

left/left over?  

one less, two less... ten 

less... one hundred less  

how many fewer is... 

than ...?  

how much less is...?  

difference between  

half, halve  

=, equals, sign, is the 

same as  

tens boundary, hundreds 

boundary 
Inverse 
decrease  
 

 

 

 



 

 

                                 Written Methods for Subtraction –Year Three 

 
Children need to acquire one efficient written method of calculation for subtraction which they know they can rely on when mental methods are not appropriate. But, they should look at the actual numbers each time they 

see a calculation and decide whether or not their favoured method is most appropriate.  

When should we count back and when should we count on? This will alter depending on the calculation, but often the following rules apply:  

If the numbers are far apart, or there isn’t much to subtract (278 – 24) then count back.                                              If the numbers are close together (206 – 188), then count up 

                                                                                                  In many cases, either strategy would be suitable     
                                                                 What children might record  

Models and Images It is important that children have regular opportunities to use the number line approach so that they already have a secure method that is their first choice for most 2 and 

3-digit subtractions. This means that once they have been introduced to the column method they have an alternative approach that is often preferable, depending on the 

numbers involved. The number line method also gives those children who can’t remember or successfully apply the column method an approach that will work with any numbers 

(even 4-digit & decimals). FOCUS ON NUMBER LINE METHOD FOR FIRST TERM AND A HALF (at least).  

Subtraction by counting back 

(Take Away/Reduction) 

Subtraction by counting up 

(Comparison/Inverse of Addition) 

USING AN EMPTY NUMBER LINE 

(Also, see the 3 steps outlined in Year 2) 

 
Do not progress onto the expanded method until children can count back accurately using 

the number line. 

 

EXPANDED METHOD (Introduce this in the last term of Year 3) 

 

 

 
 

Step 1:                                                    Step 2:  

                 
 
Step 3:                                                    Step 4:  

                          
For examples without exchanging the expanded method is more efficient than counting up 

on the number line.  

USING AN EMPTY NUMBER LINE 

 

 

 

 
 
The number line method is as effective as 

the expanded method for examples which 

cross the hundreds boundary.  

 

 

ITP Counting on and back 

 

 

 

To become effective calculators 

children need to be able to jump in big 

‘chunks’ rather than in tens and ones, so 

it is vital that children learn to use facts 

such as 

: 76 + 4 = 80, 80 + 20 = 100, when they 

are calculating with larger numbers 

 

Model real life calculations in context. 

What is the difference in price? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

56p –22= 34p p  

 

22p 

 

56p 

The expanded method of subtraction is an excellent way to introduce the column approach as it 

maintains the place value and is much easier to model exchanging (NOT BORROWING) practically with 

place value equipment such as Base 10 or place value counters. 

It can be introduced using 2-digit numbers, but only to explain the process. Column methods are very rarely 

needed for 2-digit calculations.  

 

Partition both 

numbers into tens 

and ones (with no 

exchange needed).  

Partition both numbers 

into tens and ones, 

exchanging from tens 

to the ones. 

Develop into 

exchanging from 

hundreds to tens 

and tens to ones. 

Move towards 

exchanging from 

hundreds to tens and 

tens to ones. 



Year 4 Mental Subtraction 

 
Year 4 

objectives 

Children should be able to 

recall:  

Mental calculation skills 

Working mentally with jottings, if needed, 

children should be able to:  

Mental methods or strategies 

Children should understand when to and be able to 

apply these strategies 

Vocabulary 

Subtract numbers with 

up to 4 digits using the 

formal written method of 

columnar subtraction 

where appropriate  

 

Estimate and use inverse 

operations to check 

answers to a calculation 

 

Solve subtraction two-

step problems in 

contexts, deciding which 

operations and methods 

to use and why 

 

Estimate, compare and 

calculate different 

measures, including 

money in pounds and 

pence 

 

 

 

●difference between a single 

digit number and a 3-digit 

number 

 

● difference between a multiple 

of 10 and a 3-digit number 

 

● difference between a multiple 

of 100 and a 3-digit number 

 

●differences of pairs of 

multiples of 10, 100 and 1000 

 

 

 

●subtract any pair of 2-digit numbers, 

including crossing the tens boundary 

 

●subtract near multiples of  100 e.g. 235 

– 198 

 

●subtract 2digit or 3 digit  multiples of 

10,  e.g.120 - 40 

 

●differences of decimals, e.g. 7.8 - 1.3 

Counting Up 

 
 

 

Counting Back 

 
 

 
 

subtract, subtraction, take away, 

minus, decrease  

leave, how many are left/left 

over?  

difference between  

half, halve  

how many more/fewer is... 

than...?  

how much more/less is...?  

is the same as, equals, sign  

tens boundary, hundreds 

boundary  

units boundary, tenths boundary,   
inverse  

 

 

 

 



 
 

                                
                                  
                                                            Written Methods for Subtraction – Year Four 

 

Children need to acquire one efficient written method of calculation for subtraction which they know they can rely on when mental methods are not appropriate. But, they should look at 

the actual numbers each time they see a calculation and decide whether or not their favoured method is most appropriate.  

When should we count back and when should we count on? This will alter depending on the calculation, but often the following rules apply:  

If the numbers are far apart, or there isn’t much to subtract (278 – 24) then count back.            If the numbers are close together (206 – 188), then count up 

                                                                                 In many cases, either strategy would be suitable     
                                             What children might record Models and Images 

Subtraction by counting back 

(Take Away/Reduction) 

Subtraction by counting up 

(Comparison/Inverse of Addition) 
Decomposition: Formal column written method involving exchanging (NOT 

BORROWING). 

Decomposition relies on secure understanding of the expanded method, and simply 

displays the same numbers in a contracted form. Children should not progress onto this 

standard method until they are completely secure in their understanding of the 

expanded method.  

                 
 

 

                       
 

 

 
 

USING AN EMPTY NUMBER LINE 

The number line method is as effective as 

the expanded method for examples which 

cross the hundreds boundary.  

Children should be encouraged to organise their 

blank number lines as they prefer. 

For example:    723 - 356 = 367  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

For numbers containing zeros, counting up is 

often the most reliable method:  

605 - 328 = 277 
      +72           +205 

 

 
328       400                605 

ITP Counting on and back  

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

      +300        +60          +7 
 
 

356           656      716       723 

 

     +4        +40     +300     +23 
 
 

356   360     400        700     723       

723 

 

         +44                 +323 

 

 
356             400                  723 



Year 5 Mental Subtraction 

 
Year 5 objectives Children should be able to 

recall:  

Mental calculation skills 

Working mentally with jottings, if needed, 

children should be able to:  

Mental methods or strategies 

Children should understand when to and be able to 

apply these strategies 

Vocabulary 

Subtract whole numbers 

with more than 4 digits, 

including using formal 

written methods 

(columnar subtraction) 

 

Subtract numbers 

mentally with increasingly 

large numbers 

 

Solve subtraction multi-

step problems in 

contexts, deciding which 

operations and methods 

to use and why 

 

 

 

●differences of decimals e.g. 7.8 

– 1.3 

 

 

 

●subtract any pair of3-digit numbers, 

including crossing the tens and 100 

boundary 

 

●subtract a pair of 2-digit numbers or 3-

digit multiples of 10 e.g. 62 – 38, 620 – 

380 

 

●subtract a near multiple of 10, 100 or 

1000 

 

●find the difference between near 

multiples of 100 e.g. 607 – 588, or of 

1000, e.g. 6070 – 4087 

 

●subtract any pairs of decimal fractions 

with one decimal place e.g. 6.3 – 4.8 

Counting Up 

 
 

 

Counting Back 

 
 

 

 

 

subtract, subtraction, take 

(away), minus, decrease  

leave, how many are left/left 

over?  

difference between  

half, halve  

how many more/ fewer is... 

than...?  

how much more/less is...?  

equals, sign, is the same as  

tens boundary, hundreds 

boundary  

units boundary, tenths boundary,  
hundredths boundary 

inverse  

 

 

 

 



                 
 
 

                                                      Written Methods for Subtraction – Year Five 

                 
Children need to acquire one efficient written method of calculation for subtraction which they know they can rely on when mental methods are not appropriate. But, they should look at 

the actual numbers each time they see a calculation and decide whether or not their favoured method is most appropriate.  

When should we count back and when should we count on? This will alter depending on the calculation, but often the following rules apply:  

If the numbers are far apart, or there isn’t much to subtract (278 – 24) then count back.            If the numbers are close together (206 – 188), then count up 

                                                                                 In many cases, either strategy would be suitable     
What children might record Models and Images 

Subtraction by counting back 

(Take Away/Reduction) 

Subtraction by counting up 

(Comparison/Inverse of Addition) 

Decomposition 

Formal column written method involving exchanging (NOT 

BORROWING), including decimals.  

 

    
 

 

       
 

          

Counting up is used as a mental method in Year 5.  To become effective calculators children need to be able to 

jump in big ‘chunks’ rather than in tens and ones. 

It is vital that children learn to use facts such as: 

31 + 9 = 40, so 0.31 + 0.09 = 0.4, when they are calculating 

with larger numbers. 

 

 
 

Measuring 
cylinder ITP 



 
Year 6 Mental Subtraction 

 
Year 6 

objectives 

Children should be able to 

recall:  

Mental calculation skills 

Working mentally with jottings, if needed, 

children should be able to:  

Mental methods or strategies 

Children should understand when to and be able to 

apply these strategies 

Vocabulary 

Subtract whole numbers 

with more than 4 digits, 

including using formal 

written methods 

(columnar subtraction) 

 

Subtract numbers 

mentally with increasingly 

large numbers 

 

Solve subtraction multi-

step problems in 

contexts, deciding which 

operations and methods 

to use and why 

 

●subtraction facts for multiples 

of 10 to 1000 and decimal 

numbers with one decimal place 

e.g. 650 + [] = 930 

 

●what must be added to a 

decimal with two decimal places 

to make the next whole number 

e.g. 7.26 + [] = 8 

●subtract a pair of 3-digit numbers or 4-

digit multiples of 10 e.g. 262 –1 38, 2620 

– 1380 

 

●subtract pairs of decimals with two 

decimal places 

 

●subtract a decimal with one decimal 

place, that is nearly a whole number e.g. 

6.5 – 3.8 

 

 

 

Counting Up 

 
 

 

Counting Back 

 
 

 

 

subtract, subtraction, take 

(away), minus, decrease  

leave, how many are left/left 

over?  

difference between  

half, halve  

how many more/fewer is... 

than...?  

how much more/less is...?  

is the same as, equals, sign  

tens boundary, hundreds 

boundary  

units boundary, tenths boundary  

inverse 

 

 

 

 

 



                          Written Methods for Subtraction – Year Six 
 

Children need to acquire one efficient written method of calculation for subtraction which they know they can rely on when mental methods are not appropriate. But, they should look at 

the actual numbers each time they see a calculation and decide whether or not their favoured method is most appropriate.  

When should we count back and when should we count on? This will alter depending on the calculation, but often the following rules apply:  

If the numbers are far apart, or there isn’t much to subtract (278 – 24) then count back.            If the numbers are close together (206 – 188), then count up 

                                                                                 In many cases, either strategy would be suitable     
                                      What children might record Models and Images 

Subtraction by counting back Subtraction by counting up 

Formal column written method involving exchanging (NOT 

BORROWING), including decimals.  

 

     
 

 

           
 

Include multi-step questions 

 

Counting up is used as a mental method in Year 6. To become effective calculators children need to be able to 

jump in big ‘chunks’ rather than in tens and ones. 

It is vital that children learn to use facts such as: 

31 + 9 = 40, so 0.31 + 0.09 = 0.4, when they are calculating 

with larger numbers. 

 

  
 

 
   

 
 

 

Measuring 
cylinder ITP 

Scales ITP 

Thermometer 

ITP 

Decimal Number 
Line ITP 


