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Subtraction 

National Curriculum Objectives by Year Group 

Year Group Addition 

EYFS  40-60+: Finds one less from a group of up to five objects, then ten 
objects. 

 40-60+: In practical activities and discussion, beginning to use the 
vocabulary involved in subtracting. 

 40-60+: Begins to identify own mathematical problems based on own 
interests and fascinations. 

 ELG: Say which number is one less than a previous number 

 ELG: Using quantities and objects, subtract two single-digit numbers and 
count on to find the answer. 

Year 1  Read, write and interpret mathematical statements involving subtraction 
(–) and equals (=) signs  

 Represent and use number bonds and related subtraction facts within 20  

 Subtract one-digit and two-digit numbers to 20, including zero  

 Solve one-step problems that involve addition and subtraction, using 
concrete objects and pictorial representations, and missing number 
problems 

Year 2  Subtract numbers using concrete objects, pictorial representations, and 
mentally, including: 

- a two-digit number and ones  
- a two-digit number and tens 
- two two-digit numbers  

 Show that addition of two numbers can be done in any order 
(commutative) and subtraction of one number from another cannot  

 Recognise and use the inverse relationship between addition and 
subtraction and use this to check calculations and solve missing number 
problems. 

 Solve simple problems in a practical context involving addition and 
subtraction of money of the same unit, including giving change 

 Ask and answer questions about totalling and comparing categorical data. 

Year 3  Subtract numbers mentally, including:  
- a three-digit number and ones  
- a three-digit number and tens  
- a three-digit number and hundreds  

 Subtract numbers with up to three digits, using formal written methods of 
columnar addition and 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 lengths (m/cm/mm); mass (kg/g); volume/capacity (l/ml) 

 Subtract amounts of money to give change, using both £ and p in 
practical contexts 



 Solve one-step and two-step questions using information presented in 
scaled bar charts and pictograms and tables. 

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

 Estimate and use inverse operations to check answers to a calculation  

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

 Solve comparison, sum and difference problems using information 
presented in bar charts, pictograms, tables and other graphs. 

Year 5  Subtract whole numbers with more than 4 digits, including using formal 
written methods (columnar addition and subtraction). 

 Subtract numbers mentally with increasingly large numbers.  

 Use rounding to check answers to calculations and determine, in the 
context of a problem, levels of accuracy. 

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

 Use all four operations to solve problems involving measure 

 Solve comparison, sum and difference problems using information 
presented in a line graph 

 Complete, read and interpret information in tables, including timetables. 

Year 6  Perform mental calculations, including with mixed operations and large 
numbers   

 Use their knowledge of the order of operations to carry out calculations 
involving the four operations.  

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

 Solve problems involving addition, subtraction, multiplication and division 

 Use estimation to check answers to calculations and determine, in the 
context of a problem, an appropriate degree of accuracy  

 Solve problems involving the calculation and conversion of units of 
measure, using decimal notation up to three decimal places where 
appropriate 

 



Year 
Group 

Possible Concrete and Visual Representations Children’s Recording Vocabulary 

EYFS Use physical objects, counters, cubes, etc. to show how objects can 
be taken away: 
 

 

 

 

number 
sentence 
take away 
how many are 
left/left over? 
how many 
have gone? 
one less 
how many 
fewer is … 
than …? 
how much less 
is …? 
difference 
between 
equals 
balances 

Year 1 Progression from real objects > representations: 
Counting back 
Make the larger number in your subtraction. Move the beads along 
your bead string as you count backwards in ones. 

 
 
Subtraction as ‘taking away’ 
Example: Amy has 7 sweets to begin with. She eats 4. How many 
does she have left? 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Partitioning to subtract numbers up to 20: 

how many 
more? 
leave 
how many left? 
two less 
ten less 
how many 
fewer 
minus 
subtract 
subtraction 
count up 
count back 



 
Tens frames: 

 
 
Subtraction as ‘finding the difference’ 
Example: Amy has 7 sweets to begin with. 4 of them are yellow. The 
rest are red. How many sweets are red? 
 
Tens frames with double-sided counters: 

 
 
Part-whole model: 

 
 
How many more? 
Amy has 7 sweets and Tom has 4. How many more sweets does Amy 
have than Tom? 
Tens frames to compare: 

 
 



 
 
Progression to bar model: 

 
 

 
 
Numbers greater than 10 
Example: Amy has 15 sweets to begin with. She then eats 8 sweets. 
How many sweets does she have left? 
Tens frames: 
 

 
 
 

Year 2 Subtracting tens 
Use real objects such as boxes or bundles of straws to represent tens 
and ones, to show subtracting tens. 

Subtracting tens: difference 
between 
equals 
is the same as 



 
 
Example: 31 – 20 = 11 
Place value counters and grid: 

 
 
Counters on an abacus: 

 
120-Grid: 

 
 
 
Dienes: 
56 – 30 =  

 

 
 
Subtracting ones (crossing a tens barrier): 

 
 
Partitioning to subtract 2-digit numbers: 

 

minus 
order 
exchanging 
partition  
ten less 
check  
inverse 
 



 
Subtracting 2-digit numbers (no regrouping) 
78 – 34 =   

 
 

Year 3 Dienes and Number Lines 
Subtracting Ones: 
 

 
 
Subtracting Tens: 

 
 
Partitioning number into ‘tens’ and ones’ to support: 

Subtracting ones: 
 

 
 
Subtracting tens: 

 
 
Subtracting hundreds: 

 

 
 

100 less 
decrease 
exchanging 
number 
sentence 
calculate 
column 
subtraction 
estimate 
mental method 
formal method 
fact family  
adjust 
empty box  



 
 
Subtracting Hundreds: 

 
 
Subtracting 3-digit Numbers: 

 
 
Model exchanging ‘one ten’ for ‘ten ones’ and ‘one hundred’ for ‘ten 
tens’. 
 

Formal method for subtraction: 

 
 

 
 

 



 
 
Abacus 

 
 
Place Value Counters 

 
Money 

 
 

  



Year 4 Bar models: 

 
Part-whole models: 

 
 
Place Value Grids and Counters 
No exchanging: 
3454 – 1224 =  

 
 
With exchanging: 

4-Digit Subtraction (no exchanging) 
 

 
4-digit Subtraction (with exchanging) 

 
 
Decimal Subtraction in the Context of Money 

 

decimal 
subtraction 



 
 
 

Year 5 Relating decimal place value to money: 

 
 

Decimal column subtraction (no exchanging): 

 
 
Decimal column subtraction (with 
exchanging): 

 
 

approximate 

Year 6 Consolidation of previously-taught methods. 
 
By year 6, children are confident using subtraction in different contexts, to solve problems and in reasoning. They apply 
learned addition skills in longer, multi-operational calculations.  

formula 
term 
order of 
operations 
precedence 
brackets 

 


