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Subtraction 

Reception 

Early Learning 
Goal: 

Strategies: Examples: 
WAGOLL, models, images. 

Teaching points: 

Children count 
reliably with 
numbers from 1-
20 and say which 
number is one 
more or one less 
than a given 
number. Using 
quantities and 
objects, they add 
and subtract two 
single-digit 
numbers and 
count on or back 
to find the 
answer. 

Counting back or forward in ones: 

Children physically take groups of 

numbers away from a total 

Teachers demonstrate the use of a 

number line 

Children then begin to use their 

own numbered lines to support 

their calculations. 

They develop ways of recording 

calculations using images 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Place value of numbers should be 

reinforced at all times to lay 

foundations for partitioning and 

formal methods.  

Include arrows at either end and 

zero whenever possible to support 

conversations and a deeper 

understanding of number. 

Complementary addition 

The number line should also be used 

to show that 12 - 5 also means the 

‘difference between 12 an d 5 or 5 

and 12.’ 

 Pupils may not immediately 

associate “finding the difference” by 

using complementary addition with 

“subtracting” or “taking away”. 

Pupils should experience both 

‘subtractive taking away’ and 

‘additive complementary addition’ 

approaches. It would be inefficient 

for a pupil to use ‘taking away’ on a 

number line to calculate 91 – 85 and 

likewise it would be inefficient for a 

pupil to use complementary addition 

to calculate 91 – 7. 

 

 

10 – 3 = 7 



 

 

 

 

Subtraction 

Year 1 

End of year 
expectations:  

Strategies: 
 

Examples: 
WAGOLL, models, images. 

Teaching points: 

End of year 

expectations:  

Read, write and 
interpret 
mathematical 
statements 
involving addition 
(+), subtraction (-) 
and equals (=) 
signs. 
Represent and use 
number bonds and 
related subtraction 
facts within 20. 
Add and 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. 

Develop number line use with 
numbers below 20 by bridging 
through multiples of 5, 10 
 

 
Complementary addition 
 
Introduce unlabelled/blank 

number lines to support children 

in moving away from regular 

increments. 

Counting back in tens: 

Complementary addition - 

finding the difference counting 

on in tens: 

More efficient jumps involving 
the partitioning of number: 
 
Complementary addition – 

adding the largest multiple of 10 

first: 

 

 

 Children will continue to develop an 

understanding of partitioning, which 

will support them when progressing 

onto more efficient methods of 

addition.  

These approaches reinforce an 

understanding of number bonds. 

Children must continue to 

experience both ‘subtractive taking 

away’ and ‘additive complementary 

addition’ approaches to support their 

understanding of efficiency in 

methods.  
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Subtraction 

Year 2 

End of year 
expectations:  

Strategies: Examples: 
WAGOLL, models, images. 
 

Teaching points: 

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. 

Introduce unlabelled/blank number lines to 

support children in moving away from regular 

increments. 

Counting back in tens: 

 

Complementary addition - finding the difference 

counting on in tens: 

 

More efficient jumps involving the partitioning of 

27 

 

Complementary addition – finding the difference 

by adding the largest multiple of 10 first:  

 

 

Continue to develop the use of the number line 

for larger numbers: 

 

Complementary addition – finding the difference 

by adding the largest multiple of 100 first: 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 Children must 

continue to 

experience both 

‘subtractive 

taking away’ and 

‘additive 

complementary 

addition’ 

approaches to 

support their 

understanding of 

efficiency in 

methods.  
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Begin to move away from using a number line by 

partitioning one number: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Subtraction 

Year 3 

End of year 
expectations:  

Strategies: Examples: 
WAGOLL, models, images. 
 

Teaching points: 

End of year 

expectations:  

Subtract numbers 
with up to three 
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, 
plac value and more 
complex 

subtraction.  

Move partitioning and 

partial subtraction into a 

vertical form: 

 

 

 

 

 

Move on to partitioning 

and partial subtraction with 

decomposition/exchanging: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

At this point, it is 

important to discuss the 

order of the subtraction. 

Children may initially 

subtract the most 

significant digits first – 

the tens and work left to 

right. However, formal 

compact column methods 

work from right to left, 

starting with the units.  

To support 

progression, children 

should be encouraged 

to subtract the units 

digits first.  

Language 

The word decompose means 
“to separate into smaller 
and simpler parts.” 
The word exchange can be 
used in both directions: 
“One ten has been 
exchanged for ten units.” 
“Ten units have been 
exchanged for one ten.” 
 



 Progression to compact 

vertical subtraction: 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Subtraction 

Year 4 

End of year 
expectations:  

Strategies: Examples: 
WAGOLL, models, images. 
 

Teaching points: 

End of year 

expectations:  

Subtract numbers 

with up to 4 

digits using the 

formal written 

methods 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. 

Continue to support 

children with the 

progression to 

compact vertical 

subtraction: 

Progress onto 

subtracting larger 

numbers (up to 4 

digits) using the 

formal 

column method: 

Pupils should continue 

to practise mental 

methods alongside the 

column method to aid 

fluency. 

 

 
 
 

 

To support pupils’ progression 

from partitioning and partial 

subtraction to the compact 

vertical method, it is important 

to show the two methods 

alongside each other.  

This will support pupils’ 

understanding of place value and 

the different ways in which the 

exchanging element can be 

shown.  

Language 

The word decompose means 

“to separate into smaller and 

simpler parts.” 

The word exchange can be 

used in both directions: 

“One ten has been exchanged 

for ten units.” 

“Ten units have been exchanged 

for one ten. 

 

 

 



Subtraction 

Year 5 

End of year expectations:  Strategies: Examples: 
WAGOLL, models, images. 
 

Teaching points: 

End of year expectations:  

Subtract whole numbers 

with more than 4 digits 

formal written methods of 

column subtraction.  

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

Continue to support children with 

the progression to compact 

vertical subtraction: 

Progress onto subtracting larger 

numbers (up to 4 digits) using the 

formal column method: 

Pupils should continue to practise 

mental methods alongside the 

column method to aid fluency. 

  

To support pupils’ progression 

from partitioning and partial 

subtraction to the compact 

vertical method, it is important 

to continue to show the two 

methods alongside each other 

when first returning to 

subtraction in the year.  

 

This will support pupils’ 

understanding of place value 

and the different ways in 

which the exchanging element 

can be shown.  

Language 

The word decompose means 

“to separate into smaller and 

simpler parts.” 

The word exchange can be 

used in both directions: 

“One ten has been exchanged 

for ten units.” 

“Ten units have been 

exchanged for one ten.” 

 

 

 

Subtraction 



Year 6 
End of year expectations:  Strategies: Examples: 

WAGOLL, models, images. 
 

Teaching points, useful 
resources: 

End of year expectations:  

Solve subtraction multi-
step problems in contexts, 
deciding which operations 

and methods to use and 
why. 

Continue to subtract larger 

numbers (more than 4 digits) 

using the formal column method: 

 

 

Pupils should continue to practise 
mental methods alongside the 
column method to aid fluency. 

 

 Language 

The word decompose 

means “to separate into 

smaller and simpler parts.” 

The word exchange can be 

used in both directions: 

“One ten has been 

exchanged for ten units.” 

“Ten units have been 

exchanged for The children’s 

understanding of place value 

will determine how they set 

this original calculation out.  

 

0 should be used as a place 

holder.  

The original calculation does 

not become 8 – 0, followed 

by 4 – 0. The calculation 

becomes 0 – 8, followed by 

0 – 4. The children must 

exchange to be successful in 

using this method.   

one ten.” 

 

 


