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The aim for the study was to describe how subtraction is addressed in literature used in the 
mathematics education for prospective elementary teachers. The research questions were: 1) 
How are situations in subtractions described and what expressions are used to describe 
situations? 2) How are mental calculation strategies in subtraction described and what 
expressions are used to describe mental calculation strategies? Knowledge of situations in 
operations and mental calculation strategies is specialized content knowledge, SCK (Ball, 
Thames, & Phelps, 2008). There are four situations in real world that can be modelled to 
subtraction and addition (Larsson, 2011). The situations can be either dynamic where one 
quantity is changed or static where two quantities are compared or joined. The situations can 
be formulated into 14 types of word problems and a structured scheme of them was used as 
analyzing tool. Different classifications of mental calculation strategies can be found in 
research reports (e.g. Fuson et al., 1997). A scheme by Larsson (2011) which reflects to what 
extent the numbers are viewed atomistic or holistic was used as analyzing tool. The analyzed 
texts did not, with two exceptions, address all four situations and 14 types of problem. No part 
of the texts discussed all main categories of strategies. There were 21 expressions used for 
situations and 14 for mental calculation strategies. There were four expressions used for both 
situations and mental calculation strategies. Since the texts used at teacher education do not 
address all situations or mental calculation strategies for subtraction one might say that the 
literature do not provide the teacher students with SCK. I suggest that the lack of structured 
description of subtraction and the inconsistency of vocabulary describing situations and 
mental calculation strategies make it more difficult for prospective teachers to build a solid 
SCK in this domain. 
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