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“It is not about the answer you get, but the journey 
you took to get to the answer.” 
At Our Lady and St Hubert’s we follow the C-P-A teaching approach (concrete-pictorial-
abstract). This is to ensure mathematics is taught to mastery showing depth and 
understanding of concepts taught. Lessons taught should mainly follow the structure outlined 
below: 
 

1. Explore (Dienes): here’s a problem, explore first. Teacher observes children's conversations (Vygotsky) 
and begins assessing. 

2. Structure: draw from children their ideas and methods and continue to assess. At this point you will 
teach methods new to them. Assessment should also be taking place here to identify more able 
learners and struggling learners.  

3. Document (Brunner): children should record methods in their maths book (KS1 will have journals).  
4. Guided practice (Piaget): use of precise questions to practice using methods, so teacher can continue 

to assess. 
5. Practice: children to complete high quality questions with a purpose, independently or in 

pairs/groups, but without teacher support (research says children must apply method more than once 
to retain it).  

6. Apply (C.Tomlison) – pupils should be given opportunities to apply the methods to problems and new 
situations (deeper thinking questions). 

 
Maths lessons should also:  

 Encourage visualisation: can they see the number as an amount? Are they using number bonds 
to picture groups?  

 Encourage verbal communication: use ‘talk to your partner’ in every lesson (constructive 
lessons have constructive conversation).  

 Have concrete objects or other resources: concrete objects can support lower ability groups, 
but also more able as they can investigate patterns using them.  

 Start with an informal approach and move onto formal: allow children to explore methods 
first then apply methods into a structure. 
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Subtraction 
Year R 

Taking away 
Children will begin to develop their ability to subtract by using practical equipment to count out the first number and 
then remove or take away the second number to find the solution by counting how many are left e.g. 9 – 4. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
For illustration purposes, the amount being taken away are shown crossed out.  Children would be encouraged to 
physically remove these using touch counting. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
By touch counting and dragging in this way, it allows children to keep track of how many they are removing so they do 
not have to keep recounting.  They will then touch count the amount that are left to find the answer.   
 
Number tracks 

 
 

Year 1 
Key skills for subtraction at Y1:  

 Given a number, say one more or one less.   
 Represent and use number bonds and related subtraction facts within 20 Subtract with one-digit and 

two-digit numbers to 20, including zero.  
 Solve one-step problems that involve addition and subtraction, using concrete objects (ie bead string, 

objects, cubes) and pictures, and missing number problems.  
 Read, write and interpret mathematical statements involving addition (+), subtraction (-) and equals 

(=) signs  
(appears also in Written Methods) 

 
Subtraction by crossing out –Taking away  
Sam spent 4p. What was his change from 10p? 

           

Children must be given concrete 
objects to use when subtracting. 
Children who are secure with using 
concrete objects should be moved 
onto pictorial methods, such as, 
pictures that represent objects. 

2 3 

 

   
 
 

 
 

1 4 
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Subtracting by using number bonds           

   
 
Number lines - counting back 
Recording by - drawing jumps on prepared lines  
 
There are 8 books in total. 5 are in the bag, how many are on the table? 

 
 

 
 
 
 
Find the difference  
What’s the difference between 10 and 6?  
 

          

  
 
 

 
Finding one less than a given number  
 
Subitizing (children can recognise an amount  
of objects without the need to count) 

How many are in the egg box?  

Take one away. How many are there now? 

 

      

Model subtraction using 
hundred squares and 
numbered number 
lines/tracks and practically. 

 

Children should 
be taught and 
encouraged to 
write a number 
and answer 
sentence. 

Children should be 
encouraged to make 
subtraction stories to show 
a deeper understanding of 
the concepts taught. 
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Using a number line 

 
 
Missing Numbers      

 
 
 
 
 

Year 2 
Key skills for subtraction at Y2: 

 Recall and use subtraction facts to 20 fluently, and derive and use related facts up to 100. 
 Subtract using concrete objects, pictorial representations, 100 squares and mentally, including: a two-

digit number and ones, a two-digit number and tens, and two two-digit numbers. 
 Show that subtraction of one number from another cannot be done in any order. 
 Recognise and use inverse relationship between addition and subtraction, using this to check calcula-

tions and missing number problems. 
 Solve simple addition and subtraction problems including measures, using concrete objects, pictorial 

representation, and also applying their increasing knowledge of mental and written methods. 
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Simple subtraction  
Subtract 3 from 28. 
 
 Use cubes, deins or other concrete resources to show amount and then allow children to take amount away. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
There are 25 left 
28 – 3 = 25 
 
Number lines  
 
21  22   23   24   25   26   27   28   29   30 
 
Constructing own number lines.  
Subtract tens first then ones. 
 
97-15 =                                          

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Written methods – written methods at this stage should be used alongside the use of concrete objects or 
pictorial representations of objects. 
 
Recording subtraction in expanded columns can support understanding of the quantity aspect of place value 
and prepare for efficient written methods with larger numbers. The numbers may be represented with 
deines apparatus. 
 
                  75 – 42 

   
97   82   87   

- 5   - 10   

Combine methods with 
use of a hundred square 
to reinforce 
understanding of 
number value and order. 

 

Use cubes, deins or 
other concrete objects 
to represent amount and 
then allow children to 
take amount away. 
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Expanded method  

 
30 – 10 = 20   4-2 = 6    20+6=26 
 
Column method  
Use counters, cubes and dens for interactive resource to support column addition. 
 

 
 
 

Year 3 
Key skills for subtraction at Y3:  

Subtract from tens first 
and then subtract ones. 

Children should be 
writing number and 
answer sentences.  
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 Subtract mentally a: 3-digit number and ones, 3-digit number and tens, 3-digit number and 
hundreds (Practise mental subtraction strategies, such as subtracting near multiples of 10 and 
adjusting (e.g. subtracting 19 or 21), and select most appropriate methods to subtract, explaining 
why). 

 Subtract numbers with up to three digits, using formal written methods of columnar addition and 
subtraction 

 Estimate answers and use inverse operations to check.  
 Find 10 or 100 more or less than a given number.  
 Solve problems, including missing number problems, using number facts, place value, and more 

complex subtraction.  
 
Written Methods  
Expanded method 
237 – 112 = 
(partition second number only) 
 
237 – 112 = 237 –100 - 10 – 2 
                  = 237 – 100 = 137 
                  = 137 –   10 = 127 
                  = 127 –    2 =  125 
 
Written methods 
When using interactive deins and place value counters for regrouping children should be taught to take the 
counters away from the place value chart to see the amount left (the answer). 
 
Use of deins 

 
 
Use of place value counters 
 

  
 
 

Partition the second number only. Start 
with hundreds, then tens and finally 
ones. 

Line each digit into its place value 
column to reinforce value of number 

 

Use place value counters and diens will 
reinforce understanding of regrouping.  

When regrouping start with the ones then 
move onto tens, hundreds, thousands etc.  
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For some children this will lead to regrouping, modelled using place value counters (or Deines). 
 

    
 
Once children are secure they can be moved  
onto an abstract approach, the column method. 

 
 

Year 4 
Key skills for subtraction at Y4:  

 Subtract by counting on where numbers are close together or they are near to multiples of 10, 100 
etc.  

 Subtract numbers with up to 4 digits using the formal written methods of columnar addition and subtraction 
where appropriate  

 Children select the most appropriate and efficient methods for given subtraction calculations.  
 Estimate and use inverse operations to check answers.  
 Solve subtraction 2-step problems, choosing which operations and methods to use and why.  
 Find 1000 more or less than a given number.   

 
Written Methods – progression up to 4 digit numbers  
Expanded column subtraction with decomposition, 
modelled with place value counters, progressing to calculations with 
4-digit numbers. 
 

 

When using interactive dens and place 
value counters for regrouping children 
should be taught to covert the carried ten 
to ten ones, carried hundred to 10 tens, 
carried thousand to 10 hundreds and so 
on. 

As introduced in Y3, but moving towards more 
complex numbers and values. Use place value 
counters to reinforce ‘exchanging’. 
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If understanding of the expanded method is secure, children will move on to the formal method of 
decomposition, which again can be initially modelled with place value counters. 

 
 
Once children are secure they can move onto abstract methods  
 
 2456 – 1567 = 
 

 
 
5627.31 – 1414.98 = 

 
 
 
 

Year 5 
Key skills for subtraction at Y5:  

 Subtract numbers mentally with increasingly large numbers. 
 Add and subtract whole numbers with more than 4 digits, including using formal written methods 

(columnar addition and subtraction) 
 Use rounding and estimation to check answers to calculations and determine, in the context of a 

problem, levels of accuracy.  
 Solve subtraction multi-step problems in context, deciding which operations and methods to use and 

why.  
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Written Methods  
 
Using compact method subtract with at least 4-digit numbers including money, measures, and decimals 
with multiple regrouping. 
Counters and deins should be used where children need manipulatives to represent the calculation.  

 
 
Abstract method – column method  

  

 
 
 

Year 6 
 
Key skills for subtraction at Y6:  

 Solve addition and subtraction multi-step problems in context, deciding which operations and 
methods to use and why.  

 Read, write, order and compare numbers up to 10 million and determine the value of each digit  
 Round any whole number to a required degree of accuracy  
 Use negative numbers in context, and calculate intervals across zero.  
 Children need to utilise and consider a range of mental subtraction strategies, jottings and written 

methods before choosing how to calculate.  

 
Add a zero in any 
empty decimal places 
to aid understanding 
of what to subtract in 
that column. 

Children who are not secure with 
number facts and place value will 
need to remain on the partitioned 
column method until ready for the 
compact method. 
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Written Methods  
Use the compact column method as shown in years 4 and 5 subtracting with increasingly large and more 
complex numbers and decimal values. 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
Missing number/digit problems:  
□ and # each stand for a different number. # = 34. # + # = □ + □ + #.  
What is the value of □? What if # = 28? What if # = 21 
10 000 000 = 9 000 100 + □ 
7 – 2 x 3 = □; (7 – 2) x 3 = □; (□ - 2) x 3 = 15 
 
 

 

 

 

Empty decimal 
places can be filled 
with zero to show 
the place value in 
each column. 


