
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

Policy for 
written methods 
for subtraction 

of whole 
numbers 

 
 



 

The aim is that children use mental methods when appropriate, but for calculations 
that they cannot do in their heads they use an efficient written method accurately 

and with confidence. Children are entitled to be taught and to acquire secure 
mental methods of calculation and one efficient written method of calculation for 

subtraction which they know they can rely on when mental methods are not 
appropriate. 

 
These notes show the stages in building up to using an efficient method for 

subtraction of two-digit and three-digit whole numbers by the end of Year 5. 
 

To subtract successfully, children need to be able to: 

 recall all addition and subtraction facts to 20; 

 subtract multiples of 10 (such as 160 – 70) using the related subtraction fact, 

16 – 7 and their knowledge of place value; 

 partition two-digit and three-digit numbers into muliples of one hundred, ten 

and one in different ways (eg. partition 74 into 70 + 4 or 60 + 14). 

 

Note: It is important that children’s mental methods of calculation are practised 
and secured alongside their learning and use of an efficient written method for 

subtraction. 
 

Children are taught to understand subtraction as taking away (counting back) and 
finding the difference (counting up). 
 
 

Step 1: Practical work/counting       

             back in 1s 

• Drawing a picture helps children to 
visualise the problem, then using dots 

or tallies rather than pictures. 

• Introducing counting back in ones on 

number lines. 

Step 1 

5 – 2 = 

I had five balloons.  Two burst.   

How many did I have left? 

     Take away 

 

A teddy bear costs £5 and a doll costs £2. 

How much more does the bear cost? 

 

                              Find the difference 

 

 

 Using dots or tally marks is 

quicker than drawing a detailed 
picture. 

 Moving on to using a number line 

to count back in 1s. 

7 – 3 = 

Mum baked 7 biscuits.  I ate 3. 

How many were left? 

                   Take away 

 

Julie had 7 felt tip pens.  She gave 4 to 

Darren.  How many would she have left? 

 

                      

   1  2  3  4  5 6  7 8  9 10 

 

£1 £1 £1 £1 £1 

£1 £1 £1 



 

Step 2: Counting back using a blank  

             number line 

• Children could count back using an 
empty number line.  This is a really 

good way for them to record the 
steps they have taken  

   (start on 84, -20, then -7). 

• Numbers are written below the line 
when counting back. 

 

 

Step 2 

84 – 27 = 

I cut 27cm off a ribbon measuring 84cm. 

How much is left? 
  57              64                                          84 

 

 

-7                              -20 

 
or 
   57     60       64                                         84 

 
 

     
       -3      -4                            -20 

 

 

 

 Children could count up (from 

smallest number to the biggest) 
using an empty number line.  It is 

easiest to count up to a multiple 
of 10 or 100 (a friendly number). 

 

78 – 34 = 

 

     +6                   +30                         +8 

 

 
34        40                                       70          78 

 

 

 

 

 

Step 3: Partitioning 

 Subtraction can be recorded using 
partitioning. 

 This supports to a mental method for 
subtraction.  This follows on from the 

counting back method of the number 
line. 

 

 

Step 3 

Record the steps using partitioning. 

 

43 – 12 = 43 -10 – 2 = 31 

 

  

 

Step 4: Expanded column method 

• In the expanded method of column 
subtraction each number is 

partitioned and set out in the correct 
columns. 

 

Step 4 

    

       58    - 50 + 8 Take away the  

     - 22      20 + 2 units first 

                 30 + 6 = 36 

 



 

 This then leads into exchanging tens. 

         

       74       70 + 4 

     - 27       20 + 7 

We use the language of exchanging a ten 
for ten units/ones, and place these in the 

units/ones column.  

 

       70 + 4        - 60 + 14      

     - 20 + 7          20 + 7        

                           40 + 7 = 47     

  

Step 5: Column method 

 This is the traditional column method.  

Again, we use the language of 
exchanging a ten for ten units/ones, 

or in 3 digit examples a hundred to  
ten tens. 

 

        82                  8  2 

     - 63                - 6  3 

                              1  9 

 
 or 

 

       135                   1  3  5 
    -    82                -     8  2 

                5  3 

 The method will be used for decimals 
unless only a small difference is to be 

found, in which case counting up on a 
blank number line may be more 

efficient. 

 

                      58.12 

                 -   23.01 

                      35.11 

 

 
 
58.12 – 49.26 

 
+0.04   +0.70               +8.00             +0.12 

 
 

49.26   49.30       50.00                                        58.00        58.12 

 

 
Progression through school 

 
Foundation/lower Key Stage 1 – Step 1. 
Key Stage 1 & lower Key Stage 2 – Step 2.  

Lower Key Stage 2- Step 3 moving onto Steps 4 & 5. 
Upper Key Stage 2 – Steps 4 & 5 with the introduction of larger numbers and 

decimals. 
 
This is a guide of the expected route your child would take in learning a reliable 

written method for subtraction, however, the class teacher will use their 
professional judgement in moving your child through the steps at a pace 

appropriate to their understanding. 
 

 
 

7 1 

0 1 

= 8.86 


