
Early
Subtraction

A Collaborative Guided Inquiry
with Ann Baker

Mental Routine
Sample Lesson Plan
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In the Loop
Target Strategies

 Counting back 1, 2, 3
 Modelling the action of subtraction
 Using subitizing and visual patterns
 Taking apart, putting back together

Resources
A Showing Subtraction mini-whiteboard board for each 
student, made from Slide 2 of the Teacher Slides for Early 
Subtraction Mental Routines, laminated or in a plastic sleeve. 
10 counters in the same colour for each student.

I would expect to 
see this as a 

response to “How 
many counters are 
left in the loop?”

We call this part of 
the mini-whiteboard 

the loop.
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This student has  
shown that she 

can count back on 
the number path.

On the Line
Target Strategies

 Fluency with number before, 1 less than, 2 less than, 3 
less than

 Fluently counting back
 Recording jumps on a numbered pathway (number 

line)
 Recording jumps on an empty number line

Vocabulary
number before, number between, count back, jump back, 
number line, empty number line 

Resources
Mini-whiteboard and counters as before.
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Closed Questions
Note: Begin with 5 counters, look for fluency then extend to 8 and finally 10.

1. Place 4 counters in the loop. Did you need to count them or did you 
make a subitizable group? Slide 2 counters out of the loop. How many 
counters left in the loop?

2. I put 5 counters in the loop and then took 2 counters out of the loop. 
How many left in the loop?

3. I started with 3 counters in the loop and then removed 2. How many are 
left in the loop?

4. I put 3, 4, 5 the loop then took out 1, 2, 3. Without using the counters, 
show how many will be left. Now check with counters.

5. I put 5 counters in the loop. Now there are only 2 left in the loop. How 
many did I remove?

6. Put 5 counters into the loop. How many do you need to slide out of the 
loop to leave 4 in the loop?

7. I put 2 counters in the loop, then moved them all out of the loop. How 
many in the loop now?

8. I took 3 counters out of the loop. Now there is only 1 counter in the 
loop. How many did l start with?

9. Put 4 counters in the loop. Slide one out. How many in the loop now? 
Slide the counter back into the loop. How many in the loop now? 
(Help students notice they are back where they started with 4 in the 
loop; we can take apart and put back together).

When appropriate, increase the range of numbers. 6, 8 and 10 will lead to 
noticing doubles and halves if you remind students to subitize the groups as 
they put them in the loop and as they remove them.
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Open Questions
Note: Show the students how to use the mini-chunking diagram to show 
their choices for these questions.

1. I put 5 counters in the loop then took some out. How many might be 
left in the loop?

2. I put some counters in the loop then took 1 away. How many might I 
have started with and how many might be left in the loop?

3. I only have 2 counters left in the loop. How many might I have 
removed and how many might I have started with.?

4. I made a count back 2 take away, what might it have been?

5. I put 4 counters in the loop and took more than 1 out. How many 
might l have removed and how many might be left in the loop?

6. I put some counters in the loop then moved 3 out of the loop. How 
many might be left in the loop?

7. I put some counters in the loop, now there are none (zero) in the 
loop. What might I have done?

It was good to see this 
as a response to Q2

The counters left 
behind in the loop 

made a subitizable 5 
and the subtraction 

was recorded correctly.
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Flip Questions:
Guess My Action
This is a subtraction game where
students ask yes/no questions to
find the subtraction action.
Initially give students your starting
number, e.g., 6. 

Questions and answers might go like this:
Student: “Did you take away more than 2?”
Teacher: “Yes.” (Model with the loop removing 2 counters and 
asking ‘What do we know now’?)
Student: “Do you have more than 1 counter left in the loop?”
Teacher: “No. So what do we need to do with our counters?” 
(Remove 3 counters leaving only 1 in the loop.)
Student: “Is your loop empty?”
Teacher: “No.”

Summarise by asking what the subtraction number sentence was:
“I started with 6 counters in the loop and took away 5 
counters, then there was only 1 counter left in the loop.”

Remember that the emphasis is on using the subtraction language 
at this stage but try not to allow too many repeat questions or the 
game will become a guessing game, not a strategy game.
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