
mental math strategies for addition and
subtraction

mental math strategies for addition and subtraction are essential tools that enhance numerical
fluency and improve problem-solving speed. These techniques empower individuals to calculate sums
and differences quickly without relying on paper or calculators. Mastery of mental math boosts
confidence in everyday situations, from shopping to budgeting, and supports academic success in
mathematics. This article explores various effective mental math methods designed specifically for
addition and subtraction. It covers foundational strategies, advanced techniques, and practical tips for
applying these skills efficiently in real-life contexts. Understanding these approaches not only
develops mathematical agility but also sharpens overall cognitive function. The following sections
delve into the core mental math strategies for addition and subtraction, providing detailed
explanations and examples.

Basic Mental Math Strategies

Advanced Addition Techniques

Advanced Subtraction Techniques

Practical Applications and Tips

Basic Mental Math Strategies

Basic mental math strategies for addition and subtraction form the foundation for more complex
calculations. These methods focus on breaking numbers down into simpler components, making
arithmetic operations easier and quicker. Understanding these fundamental techniques is crucial for
developing proficiency in mental calculation and building confidence in handling numbers mentally.

Using Number Bonds

Number bonds involve decomposing numbers into pairs that sum to a target number, typically ten or
multiples of ten. This strategy simplifies addition and subtraction by focusing on friendly numbers that
are easier to manipulate mentally. For example, when adding 8 + 5, recognizing that 8 can be split
into 5 + 3 allows the calculation 5 + 5 + 3 = 13, which is easier to process mentally.

Counting On and Counting Back

Counting on and counting back are straightforward mental math strategies where one starts from a



number and either adds or subtracts by counting sequentially. Counting on is useful for addition,
especially when adding small numbers, while counting back helps subtract small amounts. For
example, to add 7 + 3, one can start at 7 and count up three steps: 8, 9, 10.

Making Tens

Making tens is a powerful mental math strategy for both addition and subtraction. It involves
adjusting numbers so that one number becomes a multiple of ten, simplifying the operation. For
example, to add 9 + 6, one can think of 9 as 10 - 1 and then calculate 10 + 6 = 16, subtracting the 1
to get 15. This approach leverages the ease of working with tens.

Break down numbers into tens and ones

Use complements to ten for easier addition

Apply counting on for small increments

Advanced Addition Techniques

Advanced mental math strategies for addition involve more sophisticated methods that improve
speed and accuracy when dealing with larger numbers or multiple addends. These techniques build
upon basic strategies by incorporating grouping, rounding, and compensation to handle complex
problems efficiently.

Rounding and Adjusting

Rounding and adjusting is a mental math technique where numbers are rounded to the nearest ten,
hundred, or other convenient value, then adjusted after the addition. For instance, when adding 47 +
38, round 47 to 50 and 38 to 40, resulting in 90. Then subtract the excess rounding: 3 from 47 and 2
from 38, so 90 - 3 - 2 = 85. This method simplifies calculations by working with easy numbers and
compensating afterward.

Breaking Apart Numbers

Breaking apart numbers, also known as decomposition, involves splitting numbers into smaller parts
that are easier to add mentally. For example, to add 56 + 27, break apart 56 into 50 + 6 and 27 into
20 + 7. Then add the tens (50 + 20 = 70) and the ones (6 + 7 = 13), followed by combining the
results (70 + 13 = 83).



Using the Commutative Property

The commutative property of addition states that numbers can be added in any order without
changing the result. Utilizing this property allows rearranging numbers to make mental addition more
straightforward. For example, when adding 25 + 37 + 75, rearranging as 25 + 75 + 37 makes it
easier to add 25 + 75 = 100, then 100 + 37 = 137.

Round numbers to nearest tens or hundreds before adding

Decompose numbers into tens and units for simpler addition

Rearrange addends for optimal calculation order

Advanced Subtraction Techniques

Advanced mental math strategies for subtraction enable efficient calculation of differences,
particularly when dealing with large numbers or complex problems. These methods rely on
complementary operations, strategic rounding, and number manipulation to simplify the process.

Using Complements to Ten

Complements to ten involve identifying the number that, when added to a given number, equals ten.
This technique is especially useful for subtraction problems involving single-digit numbers. For
example, to subtract 9 from 14, one can think of 9 as 10 - 1, then calculate 14 - 10 + 1 = 5.

Subtracting in Parts

Subtracting in parts, or partial subtraction, breaks the subtraction problem into smaller, more
manageable steps. For example, to subtract 58 from 123, one might subtract 50 first (123 - 50 = 73),
then subtract 8 (73 - 8 = 65). This stepwise approach reduces cognitive load and increases accuracy.

Rounding and Compensation

Similar to addition, rounding and compensation can be applied in subtraction. Round the number
being subtracted to a convenient figure, perform the subtraction, then compensate for the difference.
For instance, subtract 49 from 92 by rounding 49 to 50: 92 - 50 = 42, then add back 1 to get 43.



Apply complements to simplify single-digit subtractions

Break down subtraction into easier partial steps

Use rounding and compensation to handle complex numbers

Practical Applications and Tips

Applying mental math strategies for addition and subtraction in daily life enhances numerical agility
and decision-making. These practical tips optimize the use of mental arithmetic in various contexts
and support ongoing skill development.

Practice with Real-Life Scenarios

Regular practice in real-world situations such as shopping, budgeting, or cooking reinforces mental
math abilities. Estimating totals, calculating change, or adjusting quantities are common scenarios
where mental addition and subtraction are invaluable.

Use Estimation to Check Work

Estimating results before performing exact calculations helps verify accuracy and identify potential
errors. Estimation provides a quick mental benchmark that supports confidence in the final answer.

Develop Number Sense

Building a strong number sense involves understanding how numbers relate to each other and
recognizing patterns. This intuitive grasp of numbers enhances the effectiveness of mental math
strategies and supports flexible problem-solving.

Engage in daily mental math exercises

Visualize numbers and operations mentally

Combine multiple strategies for complex problems



Frequently Asked Questions

What are some effective mental math strategies for addition?
Effective mental math strategies for addition include breaking numbers into place values (e.g., adding
tens and ones separately), using number bonds, making ten, and rounding numbers to simplify
calculations before adjusting the result.

How can I quickly subtract numbers mentally?
To subtract numbers mentally, you can use strategies like counting up from the smaller number to
the larger number, breaking the subtraction into smaller steps, or using compensation by adding a
number to both the minuend and subtrahend to make subtraction easier.

What is the 'making ten' strategy in mental math?
The 'making ten' strategy involves rearranging numbers to create a sum or difference involving ten,
which is easier to calculate mentally. For example, in addition, you can break numbers to add up to
ten first, then add the remainder.

How does breaking numbers into place values help in mental
math?
Breaking numbers into place values helps by simplifying calculations into smaller, manageable parts.
For example, when adding 47 + 36, split into (40 + 30) + (7 + 6) to make the addition easier and
faster mentally.

Can mental math strategies improve speed and accuracy in
daily calculations?
Yes, using mental math strategies improves both speed and accuracy by reducing reliance on paper
or calculators, enhancing number sense, and enabling quicker problem-solving through familiar
patterns and shortcuts.

What role does number sense play in mental math addition
and subtraction?
Number sense—understanding numbers and their relationships—allows individuals to estimate, make
reasonable guesses, and apply strategies like rounding or compensation effectively during mental
addition and subtraction.

How can compensation be used in subtraction mental math?
Compensation involves adjusting both numbers to make subtraction easier. For example, to subtract
49 - 23, add 1 to both numbers to get 50 - 24, which is simpler to compute mentally.



Are there any visualization techniques that aid mental
addition and subtraction?
Yes, visualization techniques such as picturing a number line, using fingers, or imagining objects can
help track additions and subtractions mentally, making it easier to understand number relationships
and perform calculations.

How can students practice mental math strategies for
addition and subtraction effectively?
Students can practice by doing daily quick drills, using real-life scenarios like shopping or cooking,
playing math games that encourage mental calculations, and gradually increasing difficulty to build
confidence and fluency.

Additional Resources
1. "Mental Math Made Easy: Addition and Subtraction Strategies"
This book offers a comprehensive guide to mastering mental math techniques specifically for addition
and subtraction. It breaks down complex problems into simple, manageable steps, helping readers
build confidence and speed. With practical exercises and tips, learners of all ages can improve their
calculation skills without relying on a calculator.

2. "Quick Calculations: Mental Addition and Subtraction Tricks"
Designed for students and adults alike, this book presents a variety of tricks and shortcuts for
performing fast mental calculations. It emphasizes pattern recognition and number sense to simplify
addition and subtraction problems. Readers will find engaging practice problems that reinforce these
strategies in everyday scenarios.

3. "The Mental Math Workbook: Addition and Subtraction Strategies"
This workbook is ideal for learners who want to practice and internalize mental math techniques. It
includes step-by-step instructions and numerous exercises focused on addition and subtraction to
enhance speed and accuracy. The book encourages developing flexible thinking by exploring multiple
methods to solve the same problem.

4. "Mastering Mental Math: Strategies for Adding and Subtracting Numbers"
Focusing on foundational skills, this book teaches readers how to break down numbers and use
estimation to solve addition and subtraction problems swiftly. It introduces concepts such as
rounding, compensation, and number splitting to make mental calculations easier. The engaging
examples help users apply these strategies in real-life situations.

5. "Speed Math for Kids: Mental Addition and Subtraction Techniques"
This child-friendly guide uses colorful illustrations and simple explanations to teach mental math
strategies. It focuses on building a strong number sense and offers fun games and activities to
practice addition and subtraction mentally. Parents and teachers will find it a valuable resource for
supporting young learners.

6. "Brain Boosters: Mental Math Strategies for Addition and Subtraction"
This book is packed with challenging puzzles and problems that encourage creative thinking in mental



math. It highlights various approaches, including breaking numbers apart and using complements, to
simplify addition and subtraction. The engaging content helps strengthen memory and cognitive skills
alongside math proficiency.

7. "Everyday Math Hacks: Mental Addition and Subtraction Tips"
Perfect for busy adults, this book shares practical mental math tips to quickly handle addition and
subtraction in daily life. It covers strategies like grouping numbers and making friendly numbers to
speed up calculations. The concise explanations and real-world examples make mental math
accessible and useful.

8. "Mental Math Strategies for Success: Addition and Subtraction Essentials"
This resource focuses on essential mental math techniques that build a strong foundation in addition
and subtraction. It provides a clear framework for understanding number relationships and using
logical steps to solve problems mentally. The book also includes assessment tools to track progress
and reinforce learning.

9. "Smart Math Moves: Enhancing Mental Addition and Subtraction Skills"
Aimed at improving both accuracy and speed, this book teaches smart mental math strategies
through practice and repetition. It emphasizes the importance of visualization and mental number
lines to aid calculation. Readers will gain confidence in handling numbers mentally through varied
exercises and tips.
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