
Progression in 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, they add 

and subtract two 

single-digit numbers  

 count on or back to 

find the answer 

 

 

 One less from a given 

number to 20. 

 Count back to find the answer. 

Expected by the summer. 

 Children to 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.  

 

Aim for all children to give the answer 

mentally. 

 

-, 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 
 

 

 

  





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…?’ 

 

 

 

 

 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

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 



Progression in calculation- 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 to 20, 

including 0 

 

Solve one-step problems 

that involve subtraction, 

using concrete objects 

and pictorial 

representations, and 

missing number problems 

such as 7 = ? − 9 

 

 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… 

 

 1 less than a given number 

 10 less than a given number 

 subtract a pair of single-digit 

numbers, e.g. 8 – 3 

 subtract a single-digit number 

from a teens number without 

crossing 10, e.g. 18 - 5 

 subtract a single-digit from 10 

 subtract to reach 10 from a teen 

number, e.g. 17-7=10  

 

 be aware of the size of numbers to 

decide whether to count back or count on 

 count back in ones, twos or tens 

 use of known facts to help with the 

unknown, e.g. for 9-7 use 10-7.  

 

-, 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 
 

 

 



 

Progression in calculation- Written Methods for Subtraction 

Year 1  
 

What children might record  Models and Images 

                   Counting on               12 – 9 = 3 

                                 

 

 

 

 

 

Number lines – count up above the line and down below the line 

 

           

 

Children need to look at the numbers in a calculation and decide if it is going to be easier and 

quicker to ‘count on’ or ‘count back’.   

To make this decision children need to develop a ‘feel’ for the relative size of numbers. 

 Most children are more successful when counting on, but when a ‘small’ number is subtracted from 

a ‘big’ number counting back can be the most efficient method. 

 

On a bead string- show two so that children can see the ‘difference’ 

                               12 – 9 = 3 – counting on 

                                 

 

 

                           

12 – 3 = 9 – counting back (taking away) 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

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

and back in ones and tens 

Difference ITP 

with objects 
or a bead 
string 



Progression in calculation- 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 

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  

 

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 1 

number from another cannot 

be done in any order 

 

Recognise and use the inverse 

relationship between addition 

and subtraction and use this 

to check calculations and solve 

missing number problems 

 

 subtraction facts 

for all numbers up to 

at least 10, e.g. 8 – 5 

 all pairs of multiples 

of 10 with totals up 

to 100, e.g. 100- 70, 

or 100-  

 what must be 

subtracted from any 

two-digit number to 

make the previous 

multiple of 10, e.g. 

52 - = 50 

 subtract from a 

multiple of 10 to 

make any 2 digit 

number 

 subtract a pair of single-digit 

numbers, including crossing 10, 

 e.g. 12 – 7 

 subtract any single-digit number 

from a multiple of 10, e.g. 80 – 7 

 subtract a single-digit number to 

or 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. 67 + 

30, 72 – 50 

 subtract 9, 19, 29, … or 11, 21, 

 31, … 

 add three single digit numbers 

spotting doubles or pairs to 10, 

e.g. 6+7+4=10+7=17 (6+4 is a pair 

to 10) 

 use knowledge of pairs making 10 

 count on in tens and ones to find the 

difference 

 

Counting back 

 Subtract multiples of 10 by counting back 

in 10s, e.g. 76-30 as 76, 66, 56. 

 

Place Value 

 Know 1 less and 10 less than any 2 digit 

number 

 Count back in 10s and 1s to find an 

answer, e.g. 55-37 as 55-30 (25) – 7 (18) 

 

 

 

 

-, 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  

 

 

 

 

 

 



Progression in calculation- Written Methods for Subtraction 

Year 2  
 

What children might record  Models and Images 

 On an empty number line   

 

Eg.  23 – 18 =5 

 

Start on 18, jump 2 to 20, jump 3 to 23, so 23 is 5 more than 18. 

                                   

 

 

 

Use counting back on the number line to show the inverse 

 

83 – 42 

 

 
Or 

 

                                                    

Children need to look at the numbers in a calculation and decide if it is going to be 

easier and quicker to ‘count on’ or ‘count back’.   

To make this decision children need to develop a ‘feel’ for the relative size of 

numbers. 

 Most children are more successful when counting on, but when a ‘small’ number is 

subtracted from a ‘big’ number counting back can be the most efficient method. 

 
On a bead string 

                        Eg.   23 – 18 = 5  

Counting on 

 

 

 

 

                         
Counting back 
 

 

 

 

 
To become effective calculators children need to be able to jump in ‘chunks’ rather 

than in ones, so it is vital that children learn to use facts such as 7 = 5 + 2, when 

they are calculating with larger numbers. 
 

 

 
 Difference ITP 

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

and back in ones and tens 

 

Remember: 

 Children may not need to use a number line if 

they can do the calculation in their heads 

 Children should be encouraged to use empty 

number lines to keep track of calculations 

they can’t complete in  their heads 

Using Numicon 



 
Progression in calculation- 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 

 

 

Halves of even numbers up to 50 

 

Identify the value of a digit in a 

3-digit number e.g. 267 

 

Differences of multiples of 10 

e.g. 120 – 90 

 

Subtraction facts from multiples 

of 10 e.g. 10 – 8 =2 so 30 – 18 =12 

Subtract a multiple of 10 or 100 from a 3-

digit number 

 

Subtract a single digit number from a 3-

digit number 

Count back in hundreds, tens and units to find the 

difference 

 

Partition: count on or back in hundreds, tens and 

ones to find the difference then recombine. 

 

Partition: count on or back in minutes and hours, 

bridging through 60 (analogue times) 

-, 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  

 

 

 

 



Progression in calculation- Written Methods for Subtraction 

Year 3  
 

What children might record  Models and Images 

 

3 digit expanded method 

 
 

  637-124 

 

 600    30   7 

-100    20   4  

 500 + 10 + 3=513 

 

Children need to look at the numbers in a calculation and decide if it is going to be easier and 

quicker to ‘count on’ or ‘count back’.   

To make this decision children need to develop a ‘feel’ for the relative size of numbers.  

Most children are more successful when counting on, but when a ‘small’ number is subtracted from 

a ‘big’ number counting back can be the most efficient method. 

 

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 –22p = 34p 

 

 

22p 

 

56p 

 

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

and back in ones and tens 

Difference ITP 



Progression in calculation- 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 

 

Halves of even numbers up to 

1000 

 

Identify value of a digit in a 4-

digit number 

 

What must be added to any 4-

digit number to make the next 

multiple of 1000, e.g. 4087 + [] = 

5000 

 

Pairs of fractions that total 1 

What must be added to a decimal 

with units and tenths to make 

the next whole number e.g. 7.2 + 

[] = 8 

Subtract any pair of2-digit numbers, 

including crossing the tens boundary 

 

Subtract near multiples of 10 and 100 e.g. 

235 – 198 

Expanded subtraction, moving on to column 

subtraction 

 

Subtract by counting up from smallest to largest 

 

Subtract a multiple of 10 or 100 and adjust for near 

multiples e.g. 86 – 38 = 86 – 40 + 2 

 

Use knowledge of place value and related 

calculations e.g. work out 3600 – 1200 – 2400 using 

36 – 12 = 24 

 

Partition: Count on or back in minutes and hours, 

bridging through 60 (analogue and digital times) 

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  

 

 

 

 



 

Progression in calculation- Written Methods for Subtraction 

Year 4  
 

What children might record  Models and Images 

                           
 

Expanded method up to 4-digits – heading towards formal written methods 

(Carrying not borrowing) 

 

 

    
 
 
 

       

Column subtraction (not expanded method) 

 

               369-224 

  369 

-224 

  145 

 

Subtraction using decimals 
 

     23.5 

    -11. 2 

     12.3 

 

Children need to look at the numbers in a calculation and decide if it is going to be 

easier and quicker to ‘count on’ or ‘count back’.   

To make this decision children need to develop a ‘feel’ for the relative size of 

numbers.  

Most children are more successful when counting on, but when a ‘small’ number is 

subtracted from a ‘big’ number counting back can be the most efficient method. 
 

ITP Counting on and back  

 

 

 

Eg. 75 + 25 =100, 100 – 25 =75 
 

 

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: 

 75 + 25 = 100, when they are calculating with larger numbers. 

 

 

256-178=78 

 

 

 

 

 

 

+22 

178 200 256 

+56 

Commented [SM1]:  



 
Progression in calculation- 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 

 

Halves of decimals e.g. half of 

5.6 

 

What must be added to any 4-

digit number to make any 

multiple of 1000 e.g. 4087 + [] = 

7000 

 

What must be added to a decimal 

with units and tenths to make 

another  whole number e.g. 7.2 + 

[] = 10 

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 

each with units and tenths e.g. 6.3 – 4.8 

Count on or back in thousands, hundreds, tens, units 

and tenths 

 

Partition: add thousands, hundreds, tens or units 

separately, then recombine 

 

Subtract a multiple of 10, 100 or 1000 and adjust 

for near multiples 

 

Use knowledge of place value and related 

calculations e.g. 6.3 – 4.8 using 63 – 48 

 

Partition: count on or back in minutes and hours, 

bridging through 60 (analogue and digital times) 

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  

 

 

 

 



Progression in calculation- Written Methods for Subtraction 

Year 5  
 

What children might record  Models and Images 

                              

 
Formal column written method involving stealing with more than 4-digits, including with 

decimals 

 

 

Children need to look at the numbers in a calculation and decide if it is going to be easier and 

quicker to ‘count on’ or ‘count back’.   

To make this decision children need to develop a ‘feel’ for the relative size of numbers.  

Most children are more successful when counting on, but when a ‘small’ number is subtracted from 

a ‘big’ number counting back can be the most efficient method. 

 

 

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 



 
Progression in calculation- 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 units, tenths and 

hundredths 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 units, 

tenths or hundredths 

 

Subtract a decimal with units and tenths, 

that is nearly a whole number e.g. 6.5 – 

3.8 

Count on or back in thousands, hundreds, tens, units, 

tenths and hundredths 

 

Use knowledge of place value and related 

calculations e.g. 680 – 430, 6.8 – 4.3, 0.68 – 0.43 can 

all be worked out using 68 – 43 

 

Partition: subtract a whole number and adjust e.g. 

6.5 – 3.8 = 6.5 – 4 + 0.2 

 

Partition: count on or back in minutes and hours, 

bridging through 60 (analogue and digital times, 12-

hour and 24-hour clock) 

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 
 

 

 



Progression in calculation- Written Methods for Subtraction 

Year 6  
 

What children might record  Models and Images 

 
Formal column written method involving stealing, including with decimals 

 

 
 

 
 

Involve in multi-step questions 

 

Children need to look at the numbers in a calculation and decide if it is going to be easier and 

quicker to ‘count on’ or ‘count back’.   

To make this decision children need to develop a ‘feel’ for the relative size of numbers.  

Most children are more successful when counting on, but when a ‘small’ number is subtracted from 

a ‘big’ number counting back can be the most efficient method. 

 

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 



 


