
 

Table 2-3. Types of Addition and Subtraction Problems (Grade Two)

Result Unknown Change Unknown Start Unknown

Add to

There are 22 marbles in a 
bag. Thomas placed 23 more 
marbles in the bag. How many 
marbles are in the bag now?

22 + 23 = £

Bill had 25 baseball cards. His 
mom gave him some more. 
Now he has 73 baseball cards. 
How many baseball cards did 
his mom give him?

In this problem, the starting 
quantity is provided (25 base-
ball cards), a second quantity 
is added to that amount (some 
baseball cards), and the result 
quantity is given (73 baseball 
cards). This question type is 
more algebraic and challeng-
ing than a “result unknown” 
problem and can be modeled 
by a situational equation  
(25 +£= 73) that does not 
immediately lead to the 
answer. Students can write a 
related equation  
(73 – 25 = £)—called a solu-
tion equation—to solve the 
problem.

Some children were playing on 
the playground, and 5 more 
children joined them. Then 
there were 22 children. How 
many children were playing 
before?

This problem can be repre-
sented by £ + 5 = 22. The 
“start unknown” problems are 
difficult for students to model 
because the initial quantity is 
unknown, and therefore some 
students do not know how to 
start a solution strategy. They 
can make a drawing, where it 
is crucial that they realize that 
the 5 is part of the 22 total 
children. This leads to more 
general solutions by subtract-
ing the known addend or 
counting/adding on from the 
known addend to the total.

Take 
from

There were 45 apples on the 
table. I took 12 of those apples 
and placed them in the refrig-
erator. How many apples are 
on the table now?

45 – 12 = £

Andrea had 51 stickers. She 
gave away some stickers. Now 
she has 22 stickers. How many 
stickers did she give away?

This question may be mod-
eled by a situational equation 
(51 – £ = 22) or a solution 
equation (51 – 22 = £ ). Both 
the “take from” and “add to” 
questions involve actions.

Some children were lining 
up for lunch. After 4 children 
left, there were 26 children 
still waiting in line. How many 
children were there before?

This problem can be modeled 
by £ – 4 = 26. Similar to the 
previous “add to (with start 
unknown)” problem, “take 
from (with start unknown)” 
problems require a high level 
of conceptual understanding. 
Students need to understand 
that the total is first in a sub-
traction equation and that this 
total is broken apart into the 4 
and the 26.
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Table 2-3 (continued)

Total Unknown Addend Unknown
Both Addends  

Unknown

Put  
together/ 

Take apart

There are 30 red apples and 
20 green apples on the table. 
How many apples are on the 
table?

30 + 20 = ?

Roger puts 24 apples in a 
fruit basket. Nine (9) are red 
and the rest are green. How 
many are green?”

There is no direct or implied 
action. The problem involves  
a set and its subsets. It may  
be modeled by 24 – 9 = £ 
or 9 + £ = 24. This type of  
problem provides students 
with opportunities to  
understand subtraction  
as an unknown-addend 
problem.

Grandma has 5 flowers. How 
many can she put in her red 
vase and how many in her 
blue vase?

5 = 0 + 5, 5 = 5 + 0

5 = 1 + 4, 5 = 4 + 1

5 = 2 + 3, 5 = 3 + 2

Difference Unknown Bigger Unknown Smaller Unknown

Compare

Pat has 19 peaches. Lynda 
has 14 peaches. How many 
more peaches does Pat have 
than Lynda?

“Compare” problems involve 
relationships between quan-
tities. Although most adults 
might use subtraction to  
solve this type of problem 
(19 – 14 = £), students will 
often solve this problem as 
an unknown-addend prob-
lem (14 + £ = 19) by using 
a counting-up or matching 
strategy. In all mathemat-
ical problem solving, what 
matters is the explanation 
a student gives to relate a 
representation to a con-
text—not the representation 
separated from its context.

(“More” version): Theo has 
23 action figures. Rosa has 
2 more action figures than 
Theo. How many action 
figures does Rosa have? 

This problem can be mod-
eled by 23 + 2 = £. 

(“Fewer” version): Lucy has 
28 apples. She has 2 fewer 
apples than Marcus. How 
many apples does Marcus 
have? 

This problem can be mod-
eled as 28 + 2 =£.  The 
misleading language form 
“fewer” may lead students to 
choose the wrong operation. 

(“More” version): David  
has 27 more bunnies than 
Keisha. David has 28 bun-
nies. How many bunnies 
does Keisha have? 

This problem can be mod-
eled by 28 – 27 = £. The 
misleading language form 
“more” may lead students to 
choose the wrong operation.

(“Fewer” version): Bill has 
24 stamps. Lisa has 2 fewer 
stamps than Bill. How many 
stamps does Lisa have? 

This problem can be  
modeled as 24 – 2 = £. 

Note: Further examples are provided in table GL-4 of the glossary. 
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