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Subtracting 4-digit numbers and adding more than 
two numbers

                                              

Objective(s) from the National Curriculum
• Add and subtract numbers with up to 4 digits using the formal written methods  

of columnar addition and subtraction where appropriate

Objective(s) from the National Numeracy Framework for Wales

• Add and subtract 3-digit numbers using an appropriate mental or written method

Abacus progression map outcome(s)
• Count up to solve 4-digit minus 4-digit subtractions from near multiples of 1000,  

where column subtraction is awkward; use column subtraction where appropriate

• Use columnar addition to add more than 2 numbers with up to 4 digits

Answers
Have you mastered subtracting 4-digit numbers and adding more than two numbers?

a. 2037 2722 2505 3566

b. 12 372  1288 
13 092  6211

c. The total number of people is 14 128.  
The difference between the number of men and the number of women is 43.

Champions’ Challenge
1. A 4-digit number and two 3-digit numbers with a total of 9000, with no digit used more 

than once, e.g. 7856 + 243 + 901.
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Possible errors and misconceptions
Check children’s working out to see if they chose a mental method to work out at least one 
of the subtractions rather than automatically resorting to column subtraction, which might 
not be as efficient. Some children may have found the difference between digits when using 
column subtraction rather than moving a 1000, 100 or 10 from a neighbouring column in 
order to subtract a digit from the second number, e.g. for 6248 – 3526 they have an answer 
of 3322 because they have written 3 as the difference between the 100s digits. When they 
do this, they are effectively subtracting the smaller digit in any column from the larger digit, 
irrespective of which digit is in the top row. For addition, some children may have aligned 
the digits incorrectly when adding numbers with different numbers of digits. Others may 
have made arithmetical slips.  

Same day intervention
Write 7263 – 4827 on the flipchart as a column subtraction. Model the calculation using 
base 10 equipment, pointing out how the digits in the lower number need to be subtracted 
from the digits in the top number. If this isn’t possible, the top number needs to be 
rearranged to make this possible, in this case a 1000 needs to be moved over to the 100s 
and a 10 needs to move over to the 1s. Stress that the total of the parts of the top number  
is still the same. Use expanded subtraction to model how the base 10 equipment helps us. 
 
 6000 1200 50 13

 7000 200 60 3

– 4000 800 20 7

 2000 400 30 6

 
Ask children to work in pairs to use base 10 equipment to help work out 5432 – 2167. Use 
base 10 equipment to model 6548 + 727 on a place value grid, pointing out how the 100s 
need to be kept in the same column together, as do the 10s and the 1s. Ask children to work 
in pairs to use base 10 equipment to help work out 3713 + 242 + 37.

Further activities
Use these Abacus objectives to search for more activities:  

• WAS.58 Use expanded or compact decomposition to subtract numbers with up to 4-digits 
(harder)

• WAS.64 Use column addition to add several numbers with up to 4-digits 

If children need to go back further, use the following pre-requisite objectives to search  
for activities: 

• MAS.57 Use number facts to add to the next multiple of 100 or 1000
• WAS.54 Use column addition to add two 4-digit numbers with answers > 10000
• WAS.55 Use expanded or compact decomposition to subtract numbers with  

up to 4-digits (easier)


