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Questions: 
1. What subtraction question do you think was asked? How would you solve it? 

a. The number bar: 

b. Rekenrek:  

c. Cuisenaire rods:  

d. Ten frames:  

 

2. Ann explained how she solved 8 – 4. She said, I used 4 + 4 is 8. Why do you think Ann solved it 
that way? What strategy did Ann use? 
 

3. The question is 9 – 3. Describe, model or draw the strategy you would use to solve it. 
 

Concrete, Pictorial and Symbolic: 
* The sample provided below is only one possible response. Student responses will vary. 

Concretely or Pictorially 
  
1. What subtraction question do you think was asked? How would you 

solve it? 
a. 7 – 3; I would start with 7 and count 3 back to get to 4.  

 
 

b. 6 – 3; I think there are 6 beads on top and 3 on the 
bottom. There are 3 fewer beads on the bottom.  
 

c. 8 – 4; Four is smaller than 8. I know 4 + 4 is 
8, so 8 – 4 is 4.  

 
d. 9 – 4; If I add one more to the top one it makes 

10. I have to add one to the bottom one. Then I 
can say 10 – 5, which is 5.  

 
There are different ways to ask subtraction questions. For example, 
removal or comparison. Further examples of different subtraction 
questions can be found here. 
 
2. Why do you think Ann solved it that way?  

I think Ann used doubles to solve it. 
 

Symbolically  
 
As students are describing each strategy, 
teachers can write down the symbolic 
representation next to the concrete or 
pictorial model. A sample strategy name 
is provided, however responses used by 
teachers and students may vary. 
 
1. What subtraction question do you 

think was asked? 
a. 7 – 3 = 4; counting back strategy 
b. 6 – 3 = 3; counted back, used 

doubles 
c. 8 – 4 = 4; doubles 
d. 9 – 4 = 5; I know 9 – 4 is 5, it’s a 9 

fact 
 
Connect the symbolic representation to a 
concrete or pictorial model whenever 
possible to help students build 
understanding of number relationships. 

 

Describing and using subtraction strategies connects to students understanding of number relationships. 

 

 

https://mathigon.org/polypad/TXIQN6G5xhnVZw
https://www.edonline.sk.ca/webapps/blackboard/content/listContent.jsp?course_id=_7998_1&content_id=_759865_1
https://www.edonline.sk.ca/webapps/blackboard/content/listContent.jsp?course_id=_7998_1&content_id=_759865_1
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Communicate: 

The ability to compose and decompose numbers is the heart of building fluency with basic facts. 
When students are able to compose and decompose numbers, they understand important number 
relationships (one/less, spatial, familiar number, parts/whole) and are developing number sense.  

• Understanding number relationships allows students to make sense of a variety of subtraction 
strategies used to solve subtraction problems. Grade 1 students might be working on subtracting 
within 5 or counting back. Smaller numbers and dot cards/visuals should be part of what students 
use as they are describing numbers. 

• Developing flexibility with numbers grows as students describe and use different strategies. 
Provide opportunities for students to listen to how classmates solve the same problem. 

• Subtraction can be thought of as a missing addend, removal or as comparison. Students should 
experience a variety of subtraction questions. 

• Classrooms should allow students to have experiences with the relationship between addition 
and subtraction. To solve subtraction problems, students might use addition. 

• Strategies are flexible in nature and concrete and pictorial models should be used to support 
students to make sense of strategies.  
o For example, the minuend is so close to 10, so instead students might add 1 

to the minuend and subtrahend and answer 10 – 4. Equality was maintained 
10 – 4 = 9 - 3. Both leave me with 6 or the difference between 9 and 3 is the 
same as the difference between 10 and 4. Concrete models should be used 
to model thinking. 

 
 

 

 

Connecting outcomes:  

N1.1/2/3 
(counting) 

N1.4 
(represent) 

N1.9 
(problems) 

N1.10 
(addition) 

N2.2 
(subtraction) 

N3.2 
(subtraction) 

 
Supporting Video 

https://www.edonline.sk.ca/webapps/blackboard/content/listContent.jsp?course_id=_7998_1&content_id=_759758_1

