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Addition and Subtraction Concepts: Combining and partitioning 
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Combining and partitioning are the inverse of each other and there fore these concepts for addition and subtraction should be taught alongside 

each other. Combining is where two or more sets are combined to form a group. Partitioning involves placing a group or quantity into two or 

more sub-sets or sub-quantities.  

Teachers are expected to change the example according to the numbers that the pupils are familiar with.  For example, Year 1 teachers will 

provide examples that involve numbers within 20 after Unit 5 (Addition and subtraction within 20).  

 Combining Partitioning  

Word problem Jess has three books about animals and two books 

about plants. How many books does Jess have alto-

Jess has five books. All of the books are about plants or 

about animals. Two of Jess’ books are about animals. 

 

Using cubes    

Using a bead string    

Making links to the 

part-part whole 

model 
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Addition and Subtraction Concepts: Combining and partitioning 

To understand the concept of addition as combining sets 

About the maths  Vocabulary  Resources 

This concept focuses on combining two or 

more quantities to form a larger quantity.  

 Part, whole, group, set, combine 

How many in each  

How many altogether 

 Counters in two different colours 

Pictorial representations for exploring combining 

groups 

     

Getting started  Task for pupils  Deepening understanding 

 

 

Place some counters on a piece of A4 paper 

(three red and two yellow). 

Ask pupils to talk about what is on the paper 

and discuss how they are the same and how 

they are different. 

Through this discussion pupils should 

recognise that they are different colours and 

that they are all counters. 

Ask pupils to sort the counters into two 

groups. 

Ask pupils to put the counters together and 

draw around all the counters on the paper. 

Highlight that they had two sets of counters 

and they combined the sets of counters to 

create one group of counters, showing how 

many there were altogether. 

  

Provide images of two groups of related 

objects sorted into two sets. 

E.g 

 

 

 

 

Ask pupils to label each set (this can be done 

orally) and use counters to represent the sets 

of bears. 

Ask pupils to combine the sets to create one 

group. 

 

 

 

Ask pupils label each set (this can be done 

orally). 

  

 

Provide images of the two groups of related 

objects sorted into two sets. 

Ask pupils to say how many there are in each 

group. Ask: How many are there in each part? 

E.g. “There are three red bears. There are two 

yellow bears.” 

Ask pupils to combine the sets to create one 

group and say how many there are altogether. 

Ask: What is the whole? 

E.g. “There are five bears altogether. 

Ask pupils to explore combining the groups in a 

different order. 

E.g. “There are two red bears. There are three 

yellow bears. There are five bears altogether. 

Pupils should explore this concept using 

manipulatives such as counters. 

Red bears Yellow bears 

Bears. 
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Addition and Subtraction Concepts: Combining and partitioning 

To understand the concept of subtraction as partitioning into subsets 

About the maths  Vocabulary  Resources 

This concept focuses on partitioning a group of 

related objects into subsets in order to find out 

how many there are in one of the subsets.    

 Part, whole, group, set, partition 

How many altogether 

How many in each  

 Counters in two different colours 

Pictorial representations for exploring combining 

groups 

     

Getting started  Task for pupils  Deepening understanding 

 

 

Place some counters (three red and two 

yellow) on a piece of A4 paper in no particular 

arrangement. Highlight that they are all 

counters and label the page with ‘counters’ 

and that you want to partition the counters to 

show which counters are yellow. 

Draw a ring on the A4 page and label it ‘yellow 

counters’ and select a pupil to create a subset 

of yellow counters. 

Repeat, but this time, label the ring with ‘red 

counters’ and select a pupil to create a subset 

of red counters. 

Highlight that they had one group of counters 

and they partitioned the group of counters 

into subsets to show how many there were in 

each subset. 

  

 

Provide images of a group of related objects. 

E.g. 

 

 

 

Ask pupils label the group (this can be done 

orally) and use counters to represent the 

group of bears. 

Ask pupils to partition the group to create two 

subsets. 

 

 

 

Ask pupils label each set (this can be done 

orally). 

  

 

Provide images of the group of related objects 

sorted into two sets. 

Ask pupils to say how many there are 

altogether, how many there are in one of the 

subsets and how many there are in the other 

subset. 

E.g. “There are five bears altogether. Three of 

the bears are red. Two of the bears are yellow.” 

“Five is the whole. Three and two are the parts.” 

Ask pupils to talk about the sets in a different 

order. 

E.g. “There are five bears altogether. Two of the 

bears are yellow. Three of the bears are red.”  

“Five is the whole. Two and three are the parts.” 

Pupils should explore this concept using 

manipulatives such as counters. 

Red bears Yellow bears 

Bears. 
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Addition and Subtraction Concepts: Combining and partitioning 

To explore the inverse relationship between combining and partitioning 

About the maths  Vocabulary  Resources 

The concept of combining and partitioning are 

inverse operations and therefore it is important 

that children have the opportunity to compare 

and explore these concepts  together. 

 Part, whole, group, set, partition 

How many altogether 

How many in each  

 Counters in two different colours 

     

Getting started  Task for pupils  Deepening understanding 

 

 

Place some counters on a piece of A4 paper 

(three red and two yellow) sorted into two sets. 

Explore combining sets and partitioning a 

group to illustrate the inverse relationship. 

Discussion points: 

When the sets are combined, it becomes one 

group of red and yellow bears. 

When the yellow bears are partitioned into a 

sub set, there is a set of red bears left.  

When the yellow bears are combined with the 

red bears. There is a group of red and yellow 

bears. 

When the red bears are partitioned into a sub 

set, there is a set of yellow bears. 

When the red bears are combined with the 

yellow bears. There is a group of yellow and 

red bears. 

  

 

Provide pupils with three red counters and two 

yellow counters. 

Ask pupils to explore combining sets and 

partitioning the group of counters and talk 

about the sets, without talking about the 

number in each set. 

E.g.  

There are some red counters and some 

yellow counters. When combined there is one 

group of red and yellow counters. This is the 

whole. 

There is a group of red and yellow counters. 

When I partition the yellow counters into a set, 

I also have a set of red counters. These are 

the parts. 

 

  

 

Provide pupils with three red counters and two 

yellow counters. 

Ask pupils to explore combining sets and 

partitioning the group of counters and talk 

through how many there are altogether, how 

many there are in one subset, and how many 

there are in the other subset. 

E.g. Two and three are the parts. Five is the 

whole. 

There are three red counters and two yellow 

counters. When combined there are five 

counters altogether. 

There is a group of five counters. When I 

partition the two yellow counters, I also have a 

set of three red counters. 

 

 


