
Formal Written Methods: Subtraction 
 

Year Steps to success 
The images below support the development of formal written methods. Bar models and other 

representations should be used to aid understanding. 

By the end of the year most children 

will confidently use this method 

3 

 

Subtract up to three-digit numbers 
using columnar methods. ***Note 
the position of the exchanging.*** 

The concrete representation should be 
secured before moving on to the abstract. 

4 As with Year 3, place value counters and Dienes apparatus should still be used alongside formal 
methods. 

Subtract up to four-digit numbers 
using columnar methods. ***Note 
the position of the exchanging.*** 
 

5 Most children will be confident in column subtraction of whole numbers up to 4-digits but place 
value counters/ plain counters can still be used alongside formal methods when introducing 

column subtraction of 6 digit numbers or decimals. 

            
Concrete apparatus for 6 digit numbers                       Place value and plain counters for decimals 

Subtract numbers with more than 4 
digits using columnar methods 

 
Subtract with up to 2 decimal places 

 

6 See above Consolidation 

 

Place value counters and Dienes apparatus should be used 

alongside the formal method to draw attention to exchanging  


