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August Math Lesson: Subtraction of Numbers with Multiple Digits 

(Grades 1, 2, & 3) 

Note: Subtraction of numbers with multiple digits is very similar to simple 

subtraction, but it does often contain more than one step. 

SUBTRACTION OF NUMBERS WITH MULTIPLE DIGITS 

Here is a brief introduction as to what subtraction of multiple digits is all about: 

Assume you have 16 cars … 

 

 

 

 

and your friend has 12 cars. 

 

 

How many more cars do you have than your friend? 

Since 12 + 4 = 16, 16 – 12 = 4 and you have 4 more cars than your friend.  

 

But what if we are asked to subtract 13 from 76? It would take a long time to 

count out 76 – 13. Luckily, there is a simpler method (which is quite similar to the 

method used to add large numbers) to do doing two-digit or three-digit or even 

15-digit subtraction! 

 

You 

Your friend 
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The solution is simple. We break the subtraction problem into two separate 

addition problems and the final difference involves the two separate differences: 

  
  
  

 

 

We again find our answer to be 4. (We can omit the zero in front of the four as 

this does not change the value of our result.) 

 

What about subtraction of three digit or four digit numbers? 

 This technique (making each column a separate subtraction problem) works 

for any number of digits. You can subtract large numbers very easily with this 

method. Because of this method, you really only have to know how to subtract 

numbers less than 10 from one another. If you know that much, you can subtract 

any 2 numbers. 

 

Try these problems without peeking at the answers: 

      

      

      

Canceling 

This seems simple, so let’s try another one! 

 

  
  
   

 

 – 

The answers are 63, 6, and 3. 

 

–  
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1 – 2? How can that be possible? There must be something different about this 

problem. In fact, there is a rule to help with such problems. Here is the rule: 

Begin with the right column. If the bottom number (in this case, 5) is greater than 

the top number (in this case, 3), we need to borrow a number from the tens digit. 

We subtract 1 from the value of the top number in the tens column (in this case, 

2) and we add 10 to the value of the top number in the units column (in this case, 

3). We now have the following problem: 

   
  
  

 

 

Our answer is 8. 

 

It is essential that you start from the right because you have to check to see if 

there is any borrowing required. 

 

Try these problems without peeking at the answers: 

       

      

      

 

Enjoy your summer! Keep solving! 

Math Gurucool 

–  

The answers are 8, 39, and 77. 

 


