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Resource Overview 

Quantile® Measure:  420Q 

Skill or Concept: 

Subtract 2‐ and 3‐digit numbers with 
regrouping.  (QT‐N‐117) 
Apply appropriate type of estimation for sums 
and differences.  (QT‐N‐153) 
Write addition and subtraction sentences to 
represent a word problem.  (QT‐A‐544) 
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set a3 H Activity 4

Activity

think Before You subtract

Overview
In this activity, students consider the following questions: 

Is it always most efficient and effective to use the standard 

algorithm for multi-digit subtraction? What kinds of combi-

nations are best solved with the algorithm? What kinds of 

combinations are better solved using other strategies?

skills & Concepts
H	 fluently subtract whole numbers accurately using the 

standard regrouping algorithm

H	 estimate differences to predict solutions to problems 

or determine reasonableness of answers

H	 identify strategies that can be used to solve a prob-

lem, select and use one or more appropriate strategies 

to solve the problem, and justify the selection

H	 explain why a specific problem-solving strategy was 

used to determine a solution

You’ll need
H	 Think Before You Subtract (page A3.22, run one copy 

on a transparency)

H	 Subtraction Strategies (pages A3.23 and A3.24, run a 

class set)

H	 Subtraction Strategy Posters (see Advance Preparation) 

H	 Student Math Journals

H	 piece of paper to mask parts of the overhead

H	 overhead pen

advance preparation  Post the Subtraction Strategy 

Posters from Set A3, Activity 3 in a location where all the 

students can see them easily. If you didn’t make a poster 

for the standard algorithm during Set A3, Activity 3, make 

one now and include it in the collection you post. 

Instructions for think Before You subtract
1. Start by reviewing the Subtraction Strategy Posters with the class. Explain that you’re going to revisit 
these strategies today, and possibly generate some more. 

2. Now tell students in a minute, you’re going to show them a subtraction problem at the overhead, and 
ask them to solve it mentally. Let them know that they can use any of the strategies on the posters, or 
think of a different method. Then display the first problem on the overhead, keeping the rest covered for 
now. Ask students to think privately about the problem and raise their hand when they have the answer.  
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Think Before You Subtract

 
1 62
 – 29 _____

_________________________________________________________________________

2 70
 – 35 _____

_________________________________________________________________________

3 85
 – 27 _____

_________________________________________________________________________

4 202
 – 148 _____

_________________________________________________________________________

5 2,503
 – 1,765 ______

3. When most of the students have raised their hands, call on several to share their solutions and ex-
plain their strategies to the class. Record each strategy at the overhead as students share, and label them 
using the names from the posters. Work with input from the class to label any new strategies shared. 
(You may also want to make posters for these later.)   
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Alexi  First I tried the regrouping way, but it was too hard to remember the numbers in my head. 
Then I saw if I added 1 to each number, it made the problem really easy. 63 – 30 is 33.  

Macgregor  The negative number way is the easiest for me. Just do 60 – 20 is 40, then 2 – 9 is  
negative 7. 40 – 7 is 33. 

Shanda  First I took the 20 away. That left 42, but 42 – 9 is too hard, so I took away 2 first. That 
left 40, and 40 – 7 is 33. 
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Think Before You Subtract

 
1 62
 – 29 _____

_________________________________________________________________________

2 70
 – 35 _____

_________________________________________________________________________

3 85
 – 27 _____

_________________________________________________________________________

4 202
 – 148 _____

_________________________________________________________________________

5 2,503
 – 1,765 ______

62 + 1 = 63
29 + 1 = 30
63 - 30 = 33
(Same Difference)

60 - 20 = 40
2 - 9 = -7
40 - 7 = 33
(Negative Numbers)

62 - 20 = 42
42 - 2 = 40
40 - 7 = 33
(One Piece at a Time)

4. Repeat Steps 2 and 3 with the next two problems on the overhead (70 – 35 and 85 – 27). Encourage 
students to debate and discuss the strategies they’re choosing. Chances are, most will use methods that 
start from the front end, though a few may use regrouping.

Students  On 70 – 35, I just remembered that 35 + 35 makes 70, so the answer is 35.  
I did the number line in my head for that one. First you go up 5, and then 30 more to get up to 70, so 
the answer is 35.  
I got stuck on 85 – 27 for a minute, but then I saw I could make it easier by adding 3 to each num-
ber. If you do that, it’s just 88 – 30, and that’s 58.  
I did regrouping on that one. I just moved over a 10 in my mind, so I got 15 – 7 over in the 1’s col-
umn. Then 70 – 20 is 50, so the answer is 58.  
I think it’s way too hard to remember the numbers in your head like you have to do with regrouping. 
I used negative numbers. 80 – 20 is 60 and 5 – 7 is negative 2. 60 – 2 is 58.

5.	Show	the	fourth	problem,	202	–	149,	and	ask	students	if	they	can	solve	it	in	their	heads.	Give	them	a	
minute to think about it, and then call on volunteers to share their thinking with the class. Chances are, 
at least a few students will use the same difference strategy, or perhaps the number line method. Some 
may use landmark numbers, in that 202 – 48 is very close to 200 – 50. After at least 2 different strategies 
have been shared, work with student input to solve the problem using regrouping. Which of the strate-
gies seems easiest? Why?
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Think before You Add

 
1 62
 – 29 _____

_________________________________________________________________________

2 70
 – 35 _____

_________________________________________________________________________

3 85
 – 27 _____

_________________________________________________________________________

4 202
 – 148 _____

_________________________________________________________________________

5 2,503
 – 1,765 ______

202 + 2 = 204
148 + 2 = 150
204 - 150 = 54
(Same Difference)

Hop 2 to get to 150. 
Then hop 50 and 2 
more to get to 202. 
2 + 50 + 2 = 54
(Number Line)

   1    9
     1     1    2 0 2
 –  1 4 8
      5 4
(Regrouping)

6. Show the last problem, 2,503  – 1,765, on the overhead, and ask students if they can work it in their 
heads. Why or why not? Some students may think that it’s too big to tackle mentally, while others may 
be eager to try. Ask them to pair-share estimates, and then work the problem twice in their journals, 
once using the regrouping method and once with a different strategy of their choosing. Have them share 

activity 4  Think Before You Subtract (cont.)
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and compare their work with the people sitting next to them to be sure they have the correct answers. 
Then talk with the group about both methods. Which seemed easier? Which seemed most efficient? Why?

7. Work with the class to make some generalizations about the different addition strategies they’ve used 
to solve the problems on the overhead. Is the standard algorithm always the quickest and easiest? What 
about the same differences strategy? When does it work best to use a number line strategy? Record 
some of their thoughts on a piece of chart paper. 

Which subtraction strategies work best?

•  Regrouping is good for subtracting 3- and 4-digit numbers.
•  Regrouping is a lot of work sometimes. You should check to
•  see if there’s a faster way.
•  Sometimes the number line strategy is easier, if the
•  numbers aren’t really, really big.
•  Look to see if you can change both of the numbers to
•  make the problem easier. If the bottom number is close
•  to 20, 30, 40, or any other tens number, it might work.
•  The negative number strategy is fast and easy even
•  with big numbers if you understand itm but you have to
•  be careful.
•  You don’t always have to use the same strategy. Think
•  about what will work best for the numbers.

8. Hand out a copy of Subtraction Strategies to each student and give children the rest of the math pe-
riod to work the problems. If some students still need support in solving multi-digit addition problems, 
you may want to meet with a small group while the rest of the class works independently. 

Note  Ask students to either use the standard algorithm for subtraction during Bridges Unit 5, Session 19, or 
generate and justify more efficient and effective alternatives. When you conduct the Unit 5 Post-Assessment 
during Session 20, tell students very explicitly that you expect them to solve problems 1-4 using two different 
methods, one of which must be the standard algorithm. 

With minor changes to the instructions, Support Activities 7–8, 11, and 14–15 at the back of the Number Corner 
Blacklines can be used to help students who need more time to develop proficiency with the standard algorithms 
for addition and subtraction.

independent Worksheet

Use Set A3 Independent Worksheets 1–3 to provide students with more practice using the standard  
algorithm to solve multi-digit addition and subtraction problems. 

activity 4  Think Before You Subtract (cont.)



© The Math Learning Centera3.22 • Bridges in Mathematics Grade 3 Supplement

set a3 number & Operations: multi-digit addition & subtraction Blackline  Run 1 copy on a transparency.

think Before You subtract

 
1 62
 – 29 _____

_________________________________________________________________________

2 70
 – 35 _____

_________________________________________________________________________

3 85
 – 27 _____

_________________________________________________________________________

4 202
 – 148 _____

_________________________________________________________________________

5 2,503
 – 1,765 ______
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name date

set a3 number & Operations: multi-digit addition & subtraction Blackline  Run a class set.

subtraction strategies  page 1 of 2

1  Use the regouping strategy to solve each problem. Then solve it a different 
way. Label your strategy. Circle the strategy that seemed quicker and easier.  

reGrOupInG dIFFerent

example
 200
 – 137 _____

 1				1				1111
 200
 – 137 _____
	 63

	
	 200	+	3	=	203	
	 137	+	3	=	140	
	 203	-	140	=	63

	 Same	Differences

a
75 – 24 =

b
 243
 – 129 _____

c
512 – 339 =

d
 2,452
 – 1,199 ______

9
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name date

set a3 number & Operations: multi-digit addition & subtraction Blackline  Run a class set.

subtraction strategies  page 2 of 2

2  Fill in the bubble to show the best estimate for each problem.

a
 63
 – 28 ____

  30

  35

  40

  45

b
 303
 – 245 _____

  50

  60

  75

  100

c  What strategy or strategies are you using to make your estimates?. 

3  For each problem below, underline the information you need to solve the prob-
lem. Then solve it. Use the strategy that works best for you.

a  Lara has 153 baseball cards. How many more baseball cards does she need to 
have 218 baseball cards in all?

b  Juan had 235 pennies. He gave some to his little sister. Now he has 149 pen-
nies left. How many pennies did he give to his sister? 




