
 

Welcome fellow Recovering Traditionalists to Episode 22.  Today we 
get insight into how Young Children Reinvent Arithmetic. 

 
 

Welcome to Build Math Minds the podcast, where fidelity to your 
students is greater than fidelity to your textbook. I'm your host, 
Christina Tondevold, the recovering traditionalist and 
BuildMathMinds.com Founder, where my mission is to change the 
way we teach elementary math to our kiddos. Are you ready to start 
building math minds and not just creating calculators? Let's get 
started. 

 
 
 
  
Today’s insight comes from the book Young Children Reinvent Arithmetic: Implications of Piaget’s Theory (second 
edition) by Constance Kamii. 
 
On page 95 she writes: 
 

“We conclude that when addition has become very easy and ‘second nature’ to children, the corresponding 
subtraction becomes very easy. The way to ‘teach’ subtraction is therefore to strengthen children’s knowledge of 
sums. 

The only way children can get a sum they do not know on their own is by counting.  Counting is therefore 
necessary for children to learn sums.  However, subtraction can be derived from sums, and counting is therefore not 
necessary to learn subtraction.  Counting should be avoided in favor of thinking, and this is why we give many 
addition games and few subtraction games.” 
 
 
Now even though she says “the only way” to get a sum they don’t know is to count there are other ways, but 
counting is the way they start.  And yes we do tend to have students start subtraction by counting, but in the book 
she makes the point that if we spend more time helping kids become fluent with addition we don’t need to spend 
time teaching kids to count to subtract.  They can use their knowledge of addition to solve subtraction. 
 
I get asked a lot how to help kids with subtraction and my answer is consistently, work more on addition.  This may 
seem harsh that I don’t think we should be teaching kids strategies to solve subtraction, but if they have strategies 
for addition they will naturally use those when they see subtraction or they will instantly know the answer because 
they know the addition fact. 
 
Think of 15 - 7.  If kids have built strategies for addition they may look at that and say something like “I know 7+7 is 
14 so I just need one more and 7+8 would make 15, so it’s 8.”  Or they might just look at that and say “8, because I 
know that 7+8 makes 15.” 
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The coolest part about this is that we help kids build the relationship between addition and subtraction and they 
aren’t learning 121 new facts when we move into subtraction.  Instead they are using what they already know about 
addition to help them build a connection to subtraction. 
 
PLUS, it helps reinforce the real definition of subtraction.  Subtraction is finding the difference between two numbers 
or quantities.  Often it is thought of as taking away one amount from another amount.  That’s typically the way we 
refer to it in the early grades.  That’s why kids are counting so much.  They need to count down 7 in order to take 7 
away from 15.  But as students progress into upper mathematics (especially with negatives) that idea of subtraction 
starts to be confusing….How do you take away a negative amount???  I could go on about this for a long time but I’ll 
wrap it up by saying that if you think of subtraction as the difference that lasts them throughout.  So when they see 
15 - 7, we want them to think “How far is it from the 7 to the 15? What do I need to add to 7 to get 15?”  That version 
of subtraction lasts them a very long time.  
 
And if you help kids get solid with addition and make the connection to subtraction, that will last them throughout as 
well. 
 
 
If you want to dig a bit deeper into how children reinvent arithmetic, then I highly encourage you to read the book. 
I’ll link to it on the show notes page buildmathminds.com/22 
 
 
This episode is brought to you by the Build Math Minds Professional Development site. It's an online site full of PD 
videos designed specifically for elementary teachers to help you build your math mind so you can build the math 
minds of your students. If you are interested in getting in depth math PD at your fingertips become a member of 
Build Math Minds. Just go to buildmathminds.com/bmm. Depending upon when you're listening to this, enrollment 
might be open or you can join the wait list and get notified when it opens again. 
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