
Victoria Primary Academy – Progression Towards a Written Method for Subtraction 

Year 1 

End of Year Objective: Subtract one-digit and two-digit numbers to 20, including zero (using concrete objects and pictorial representations). Children will continue to use 
practical equipment and taking away strategies.  
 

Beginning Developing Secure 
 

  
 Understand subtraction as taking away objects from a set and 

finding how many are left.  
 Subtract one-digit and two-digit numbers to 10, including 

zero  
 Represent and use number bonds and related subtraction 

facts within 10  
 Problem solving with number songs and rhymes.  

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
  

 Read, write and interpret mathematical 
statements involving (+), subtraction (–) and 
equals (=) signs.  

 Is developing the use of objects, fingers, 
bead strings, number tracks and number 
lines to support calculations.  

 Is developing to subtract one-digit and 
two-digit numbers to 20, including zero  

 Represent and use number bonds and 
related subtraction facts within 20  

 Solve one-step problems that involve 
subtraction, using concrete objects and 
pictorial representations, and missing 
number problems such as 7 = □ – 9.  

 Is beginning to discuss and solve problems 
in familiar practical contexts, including using 
quantities. Problems should include the 
terms: take away, distance between, 
difference between, more than and less 
than.  
 

  

 
  

 Read, write and interpret mathematical 
statements involving subtraction (–) and equals 
(=) signs. Numbers 1 -100  

 Can confidently use objects, fingers, bead 
strings, number tracks and number lines to 
support calculations.  

 Can confidently subtract one-digit and two-
digit numbers to 20, including zero  

 Pupils memorise and reason with number 
bonds to 10 and 20 in several forms (for 
example, 9 + 7 = 16; 16 – 7 = 9; 7 = 16 – 9). They 
should realise the effect of adding or subtracting 
zero. This establishes addition and subtraction 
as related operations.  

 Solve one-step problems that involve 
subtraction, using concrete objects and pictorial 
representations, and missing number problems 
such as 7 = □ – 9.  

 They confidently discuss and solve problems in 
familiar practical contexts, including using 
quantities. Problems should include the terms: 
take away, distance between, difference 
between, more than and less than.  
 



 
Counting back 
  
Make the larger number in your subtraction. Move the beads along your bead string as you count backwards in ones.  
 

  13 – 4 =  
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Year 2 

End of Year Objective: 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. Children will begin to use the Base 10 equipment to support their calculations, still using a take away, or removal, method. They need to 
understand that the number being subtracted does not appear as an amount on its own, but rather as part of the larger amount. 
 

Beginning Developing Secure 
 

  
 Recall and use 

subtraction facts for all 
numbers up to 5 and 
some facts to 10.  

 Using apparatus 
represent and use number 
bonds and related 
subtraction facts within 20  

 Subtract 1-digit and 2-
digit numbers to 20, 
including zero, using 
concrete objects, 
structured apparatus, 
pictorial representations 
and basic written 
methods.  

 Begin to use subtraction 
(–) and equals (=) signs to 
record their work.  

 Use these skills and 
approaches to solve single 
step problems.  
 

 
 

 
 Recall and use subtraction facts for all numbers up to 10.  
Subtract numbers mentally, including:  

 2 single-digit numbers  
 a number up to 20 and 1s.  

 
Subtract numbers using concrete objects, pictorial 
representations and the written columnar method including a 
two-digit number and 1  
Read, write and interpret mathematical statements involving 
subtraction (–) and equals (=).  
Solve simple 1 or 2 step problems with subtraction.  

 

 

 
  

 Relate number facts to 10 subtracting multiples of 10 within 100.  
 Recall and use subtraction facts for all numbers up to 10 

fluently.  
 Begin to recall subtraction facts to 20.  

 
Subtract numbers mentally, including:  

 a 2-digit number and 1s  
 a 2-digit number and 10s  
 2 simple, 2-digit numbers, which do not involve bridging a 10  
 Subtract numbers using objects, pictorial representations and 

the written columnar methods including a 2-digit number and 10s 
and simple cases of subtracting 2-digit numbers  

 Solve simple 2-step problems with subtraction, applying 
increasing knowledge of mental and written methods.  

 Show that subtraction can’t be done in any order.  

 
 
 
 
                                                



 
 
 

95 – 20 =                                                                             

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Year 3  

End of Year Objective: Subtract numbers with up to three digits, using formal written method of columnar subtraction. Children will build on their knowledge of using 
Base 10 equipment from Y2 and continue to use the idea of exchange. This process should be demonstrated using arrow cards to show the partitioning and Base 10 
materials to represent the first number, removing the units and tens as appropriate (as with the more informal method in Y2). By the end of year 3, children should also 
extend this method for three digit numbers. 
 
Beginning Developing Secure 

Subtract numbers mentally, including:  
• a two-digit number and ones  
• a two-digit number and tens  

 Pupils practise solving varied subtraction 
questions. For mental calculations with one and 
two-digit numbers, the answers could exceed 50.  

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

 Is beginning to record subtraction in columns with 
two digit numbers supports place value and 
prepares for formal written methods with larger 
numbers.  

 Is beginning to solve problems, including missing 
number problems, using number facts, place value, 
and more complex subtraction.  
 

 

 

Begin to subtract numbers mentally, including:  
• a three-digit number and ones  
• a three-digit number and tens  
• a three-digit number and hundreds  

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

 Pupils practise solving varied subtraction 
questions. For mental calculations with two-digit 
numbers, the answers could exceed 100.  

 Beginning to subtract numbers with up to three 
digits, using formal written methods of columnar 
subtraction.  

 Recording subtraction in columns supports place 
value and prepares for formal written methods with 
larger numbers.  

 Solve problems, including missing number 
problems, using number facts, place value, and 
more complex subtraction.  
 

  

Confidently add and subtract numbers mentally, 
including:  
• a three-digit number and ones  
• a three-digit number and tens  
• a three-digit number and hundreds  

 Confidently pupils practise solving varied 
subtraction questions. For mental calculations with 
two-digit numbers, the answers could exceed 100.  

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

 Pupils use understanding of place value and 
partitioning, and practise using  
 
columnar subtraction with increasingly large 
numbers up to three digits to become fluent.  

 Can confidently solve problems, including missing 
number problems, using number facts, place value, 
and more complex subtraction.  
 

 



 
 

 
 
  
 
  

 
Children can start their formal written method by partitioning the number into clear place value columns.  

 
 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Year 4 

End of Year Objective: Subtract numbers with up to 4 digits and decimals with one decimal place using the formal written method of columnar subtraction where 
appropriate. Children will move to Y4 using whichever method they were using as they transitioned from Y3. By the end of Y4, children should be using the written 
method confidently and with understanding. They will also be subtracting: •numbers with different numbers of digits, understanding the place value; •decimals with one 
decimal place, knowing that the decimal points line up under one another. 
 
Beginning Developing Secure 

 
 Is beginning to subtract numbers with up 

to 3 digits using the formal written methods 
of subtraction  

 Is confident at subtraction with two digits 
using the column method.  

 Is beginning to solve subtraction two-step 
problems in contexts, deciding which 
operations and methods to use and why  
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 Subtract numbers with up to 4 digits using the formal written 

methods of subtraction where appropriate  
 Is confident at subtraction with three digits using the column 

method.  
 Solve subtraction two-step problems in contexts, deciding which  

 
operations and methods to use and why  

 

 Is confident to subtract numbers with up 
to 4 digits using the formal written methods 
of subtraction where appropriate  Can 
confidently solve subtraction two-step 
problems in contexts, deciding which 
operations and methods to use and why 
 
(see diagram on the left) 
 
When children are ready, they use the 
decomposition method.  
 

 
 
 
 
 



Children will use Base 10 marks to aid further subtractions before being independent.  
 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Year 5  

End of Year Objective: Subtract whole numbers with more than 4 digits and decimals with two decimal places, including formal written methods (columnar subtraction). 
Children should continue to use the decomposition method to solve calculations. They will also be subtracting: •numbers with different numbers of digits, understanding 
the place value; •decimals with up to two decimal places (with each number having the same number of decimal places), knowing that the decimal points line up under 
one another. •amounts of money and measures, including those where they have to initially convert from one unit to another  
 
Beginning Developing Secure 

 
 Subtract whole numbers with 3 digits, including using formal written 

methods (columnar subtraction)  
 Subtract numbers mentally with increasingly large numbers (2 and 3 

digits)  
 Solve subtraction problems in contexts, deciding which operations and 

methods to use and why  
 

 

 
 

 Subtract whole 
numbers with 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 
 
(See diagram on the 
left) 

 
 Can confidently subtract whole numbers with more than 4 

digits, including using formal written methods (columnar 
subtraction)  

 Practise mental calculations with increasingly large 
numbers to aid fluency (for example, 12 462 – 2300 = 10 
162).  

 Can confidently solve subtraction multi-step problems in 
contexts, deciding which  
 
operations and methods to use and why  

 
 
 



 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Year 6 

End of Year Objective: Subtract whole numbers and decimals using formal written methods (columnar subtraction). They will also be subtracting: •numbers with 
different numbers of digits, understanding the place value; •decimals with up to two decimal places (with mixed numbers of decimal places), knowing that the decimal 
points line up under one another. •amounts of money and measures, including those where they have to initially convert from one unit to another. 
 
Beginning Developing Secure 

 
 Subtract whole numbers with 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  
 

 
 
 

 
 Can confidently subtract whole numbers with more than 4 digits, including 

using formal written methods (columnar subtraction)  
 Practise mental calculations with increasingly large numbers to aid fluency 

(for example, 12 462 – 2300 = 10 162).  
 Can confidently solve subtraction multi-step problems in contexts, 

deciding which operations and methods to use and why  
 

 
 
 
 
 
(same diagram for secure) 

 Subtract whole numbers with 
more than 4 digits, using formal 
written methods.  Solve 
subtraction multi-step problems 
in context.  Use knowledge of 
the 4 operations to reason and 
to solve problems, including 
puzzles not set in a context 
(aims).  Subtract mentally with 
increasingly large numbers. 

 



 
 

  


