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Levels of Difficulty for Addition and Subtraction 
 

Level 1 
- Join, Result unknown Part + Part 
- Separate, Result unknown Whole - Part 
- Part/Part/Whole, Whole unknown  Part + Part 

Level 2 
- Join, Change Unknown ( There were 7 birds in the tree.  

Some more birds flew to the tree.  Now there are 9 birds 
in the tree.  How many birds flew to the tree?) Count on, 
or subtract to find the answer.  You know the whole 
amount and 1 part so subtract to find the answer. 

- Separate, Change Unknown (Cindy picked up 6 shells 
from the beach.  She dropped some on the way home.  
When she got home she had only 2 shells.  How many 
shells did Cindy drop?)  Count back or subtract to find the answer. 

Level 3 
- Comparison, Difference unknown  (There are 5 birds 

in the tree and 3 birds on the ground.  How many more 
birds are on the ground than in the tree?)   

- Part-Part-Whole, Part unknown  (George found 8 
coins on the beach.  4 of the coins are pennies, and 
the rest are nickels.  How many nickels does George 
have?  Missing part 
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Level 4 (appropriate for 2nd grade and up) 
- Join, Start unknown  (There are some birds in the tree.  

4 more birds flew to the tree.  Now there are 12 birds in 
the tree.  How many birds were in the tree to begin 
with?)  missing part so subtract to find the answer 

- Separate, Start unknown  (There were some shells on 
the beach.  Max picked up 6 of the shells.  Now there 
are 8 shells on the beach.  How many shells were on the 
beach to start with?)  missing whole so add 

- Compare, Larger unknown  (There are 4 more birds in 
the tree than on the ground.  There are 3 birds on the 
ground.  How many birds are in the tree.) 

- Compare, Smaller unknown (There are 3 fewer starfish 
than shells on the beach.  There are 8 shells on the 
beach.  How many starfish are on the beach?)  missing 
part 
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