Home Connections in

Mathematics

Supporting Subtraction Understanding

“What people who are numerate really do is that, when
they are given a problem, they look to the numbers first,
they look for a strategy —a strategy that will be a really
efficient, elegant strategy given those numbers. Someone
who is not numerate uses the same strategy for all
problems no matter what the numbers are.”

Cathy Fosnot (2014)

Many TVDSB students have been working with their
teachers to develop a deeper understanding of
addition, subtraction, multiplication, and division
and strategies that may support them in producing
reasonable answers.

Parents/caregivers often express concern that their
children are learning methods that they did not
learn in school and wonder how they can support
their children in this context. This newsletter is
intended to offer some support.

Subtraction is more than ‘take-away’

When we subtract, we find the difference between
two numbers. We do this in a variety of contexts.
Subtraction means: take away or remove,
difference, comparisons, how much more,
determining range, how much further, and much
more.

a) Separating/Removing: “Faizal had 3 erasers and
gave 2 to his friends. How many does he have
left?”

b) Joining/Adding: “Cara had some markers and
got 3 more. She now has 11. How many did she
have at the beginning?”

c) Part-Whole: “The fruit bowl! has 8 pieces of fruit
in it: all are bananas or mangoes. If 6 are
mangoes, how many are bananas?”

d) Comparison: “The green team has 3 more
players than the yellow team. The yellow team
has 6 players. How many players are on the
green team?”

Each of these situations is important. Students
need to understand that these situations call for

finding the difference between two numbers.
Ontario students are quite good at performing
subtraction, but need to understand when
subtraction is required.

What strategies help deal with difference?
Consider the following subtraction: 27

High-achieving students deal with this -9

difference using reasoning strategies which

may include strategies shown below — they may
rarely use the standard North American algorithm.

Decomposition: This strategy involves an

understanding that all numbers can be broken 27 ?\
up to make working with the numbers easier. 27 -7 -2
This student sees the hidden 7 inside the 9 and 2}/_ 5-18
subtracts in two parts (7 and then 2) to make

the work easier.

Jumping: This strategy involves an understanding that
numbers can be shown on a number line and if
subtraction is difference or distance, we can travel that
distance in a way that makes sense. This student jumps
to a friendly number (10), jumps by 10, and then covers
those last 7 spaces to see a big jump of 18.

A total jump of 18 ...the difference is 18 units
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Compensating: Sometimes it may be more helpful to do
too much and then undo the extra that you did. In this

case, the student I jumped back up 1 row (removed 10) then

knows the patterns put 1 back on ...the difference is 18.
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puts that back on to

get to 18.

Ultimately, we would like our students to
understand how our number system works and
what operations mean. When those understandings
are in place, students will have a variety of
strategies at their fingertips and be truly numerate.



