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What Is Regrouping In Math

Understanding Regrouping in Mathematics: A Complete
Guide

If you have ever helped a child with homework involving addition or subtraction,
you have likely encountered the term "regrouping." Often called "carrying" or
"borrowing" in older textbooks, regrouping is a fundamental concept in arithmetic
that  allows  us  to  work  efficiently  with  numbers.  But  what  is  regrouping  in  math
exactly? At its simplest, regrouping is the process of rearranging groups of tens,
hundreds, or other place values to make addition or subtraction easier. It is a skill
that builds a strong foundation for more advanced math, including multiplication,
division, and even algebra. This article will explore the meaning of regrouping,
why it is essential, and how to apply it step by step.



The Core Idea: What Does Regrouping Mean?

Regrouping in math refers to the act of exchanging one group of ten for ten ones,
or one hundred for ten tens, and vice versa, when performing operations like
addition  or  subtraction.  This  concept  is  directly  tied  to  the  base-ten  number
system,  where  each  digit  in  a  number  has  a  specific  place  value  (ones,  tens,
hundreds, thousands, etc.). When the sum of digits in a column exceeds nine, or
when you need to subtract a larger digit from a smaller one, regrouping allows you
to reorganize the numbers so you can compute correctly.

For  example,  in  the  addition  problem  27  +  15,  the  ones  column  totals  12
(7+5=12). Because 12 is greater than 9, you regroup by "carrying" one ten to the
tens column, leaving 2 in the ones place. Similarly, in subtraction like 34 - 18, you
cannot subtract 8 from 4 without borrowing a ten from the tens column, turning 4
into  14.  Understanding  what  is  regrouping  in  math  means  recognizing  that
numbers  are  not  just  digits;  they  represent  bundles  of  units  that  can  be
exchanged.
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Why Is Regrouping Important?

Regrouping is not just a classroom procedure; it is a practical tool for mental math
and real-world calculations. Mastering regrouping helps students:

Build number sense: Regrouping reinforces the idea that numbers are
composed of groups of tens, hundreds, and so on. This understanding is
critical for estimating and comparing quantities.
Prepare for advanced topics: Long multiplication, polynomial addition,
and binary calculations all rely on the same principles of regrouping. Without
a solid grasp, students often struggle later.
Improve problem-solving: Regrouping teaches systematic thinking,
breaking down a complex problem into manageable steps. This skill
transfers to other areas of math and logic.
Boost confidence: Once students realize they can handle "borrowing" and
"carrying," they feel more capable of tackling larger numbers and mental
calculations.



In  essence,  knowing  what  is  regrouping  in  math  is  the  key  to  unlocking  fluid
arithmetic. Teachers and parents emphasize this concept because it is the bridge
between counting on fingers and performing efficient written math.

Regrouping in Addition: The "Carrying" Method

Let  us  dive  into  addition  regrouping,  which  is  often  the  first  place  students
encounter the process. The goal is to add two or more numbers by columns,
starting from the ones place. When the sum in a column is ten or more, we
regroup.

Step-by-Step Example: 48 + 37

Write the numbers vertically, aligning the ones and tens columns.1.
48
+ 37
---
Add the ones column first: 8 + 7 = 15. Since 15 has two digits, we write2.
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the 5 in the ones place and "carry" the 1 (which represents one ten) to the
tens column.
Add the tens column, including the carried 1: 4 + 3 + 1 = 8. Write the3.
8 in the tens place.
The result is 85. Without regrouping, you would incorrectly get 75. The4.
carried 1 is essential.

In this case, regrouping allowed us to convert ten ones into one ten. This same
pattern repeats for hundreds, thousands, and beyond. For example, 156 + 289
involves regrouping in the ones column (6+9=15, carry 1) and then in the tens
column (5+8+1=14, carry 1 to hundreds).

Regrouping in Subtraction: The "Borrowing" Method

Subtraction regrouping is often seen as trickier because it involves "borrowing"
from a higher place value when the digit in the current column is too small to
subtract.  Understanding  what  is  regrouping  in  math  for  subtraction  helps
demystify  the process.  It  is  simply  exchanging one ten for  ten ones,  or  one



hundred for ten tens, to make the subtraction possible.

Step-by-Step Example: 63 - 27

Set up the vertical problem:1.
63
- 27
---
Look at the ones column: You need to subtract 7 from 3, but 3 is smaller2.
than 7. So you must regroup. Borrow one ten from the tens column (the 6
becomes 5). That borrowed ten is added to the ones column, turning the 3
into 13.
Now subtract the ones: 13 - 7 = 6. Write 6 in the ones place.3.
Subtract the tens: 5 - 2 = 3. Write 3 in the tens place.4.
The answer is 36.5.

If you check with addition (36 + 27 = 63), it works. Regrouping in subtraction is
essentially the opposite of carrying: you exchange a larger unit for ten smaller
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units.

Subtraction with Zeros: A Common Challenge

When a number contains a zero, regrouping becomes more complex. For example,
402 - 157. The ones column cannot subtract 7 from 2, so you try to borrow from
the  tens  column.  But  the  tens  column  is  0,  so  you  must  first  borrow  from  the
hundreds. The 4 becomes 3, and the tens column gets 10. Then you borrow one
ten from that 10 for the ones, leaving 9 in the tens and turning 2 into 12. Then
subtract: ones (12-7=5), tens (9-5=4), hundreds (3-1=2) = 245. This multi-step
regrouping is a classic test of understanding what is regrouping in math at a
deeper level.

Regrouping Across Different Place Values

While most regrouping examples involve tens and ones, the principle extends to
any place value. For instance:

Hundreds and thousands: Adding 870 + 540 requires regrouping in the



tens and hundreds columns.
Decimal numbers: 3.45 + 2.78 requires regrouping in the hundredths and
tenths places (5+8=13 hundredths, regroup 1 tenth).
Whole numbers with many digits: 15,678 + 8,932 involves regrouping in
thousands and ten-thousands.

The concept remains consistent: whenever a column sum reaches the base (10),
you move one unit to the next left column. When a column difference is negative,
you borrow from the left. Understanding this generalization is key to answering,
"What is regrouping in math?" in a way that stays true across all contexts.

Common Misconceptions and How to Avoid Them

Many students struggle with regrouping because of a few common errors:

Forgetting to reduce the borrowed digit: In subtraction, after
borrowing, students sometimes forget to decrease the digit in the adjacent
column. For example, in 63 - 27, they might change 6 to 5 correctly but then
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use 6 in the tens subtraction. Clear labeling and step-by-step practice help.
Carrying incorrectly in addition: When the sum is 20 or more, students
might write the entire number instead of carrying the tens digit. For
instance, 18 + 15: ones column 8+5=13, write 3 carry 1; tens column
1+1+1=3, correct answer 33, not 113. Consistent alignment is crucial.
Confusion with zeros: As seen earlier, zeros in the middle of a number
(e.g., 105, 4002) require extra care. Using place value charts or base-ten
blocks can make the concept tangible.
Thinking regrouping is "cheating": Some students view borrowing or
carrying as a shortcut rather than a logical exchange. Emphasize that
numbers represent groups, and regrouping respects that grouping structure.

Teaching Regrouping: Tips for Parents and Educators

To  truly  understand  what  is  regrouping  in  math,  children  benefit  from  concrete
representations before moving to abstract symbols. Here are effective strategies:

Use base-ten blocks: Physical cubes (ones), rods (tens), and flats



(hundreds) allow students to see and touch the exchange. When they have
ten loose cubes, they trade them for one rod. This visual phasing makes the
"carry" obvious.
Try place value mats: A simple grid with columns for ones, tens, and
hundreds helps students keep digits organized. They can draw circles or
place tokens in the correct columns.
Practice with number bonds: Understanding that 10 = 1 ten + 0 ones, or
that 15 = 1 ten + 5 ones, reinforces the idea that numbers are flexible.
Use real-world scenarios: Money is a natural tool—exchanging ten
pennies for a dime. Grocery shopping and counting change also embed
regrouping in daily life.

When a student asks, "What is regrouping in math?" you can answer simply: "It is
how we manage groups of ten when we add or subtract, so we don't lose count."
The more hands-on the learning, the deeper the understanding.
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Beyond Basic Arithmetic: Regrouping in Advanced Math

Regrouping is not limited to primary school arithmetic. It appears in:

Multiplication: When multiplying 24 × 6, you multiply ones: 6×4=24, write
4, carry 2. Then tens: 6×2=12, plus carried 2 =14, write 14. Result 144. The
same logic applies for multi-digit multiplication.
Long division: When dividing, you often need to regroup remainders. For
example, dividing 73 by 3: 3 goes into 7 twice, remainder 1; you regroup
that remainder as 10 ones and bring down the 3, making 13. This is
essentially regrouping.
Adding and subtracting fractions: When denominators differ, you
regroup numbers (e.g., borrowing from a whole number to add to a
fractional part). Example: 5 1/4 – 2 3/4 requires borrowing 1 from 5 (turning
it into 4) and adding 4/4 to 1/4, making 5/4.
Algebra and place value: Expanding polynomials (e.g., (x^2 + 5x + 6) +
(2x^2 + 7x + 8) involves combining like terms—effectively regrouping by
exponent. The same principle applies: you can only combine terms of the



same power, but you may need to reorganize.

Knowing what is regrouping in math at a fundamental level equips students to
handle these complexities with confidence.

Practice Problems to Build Mastery

Try these problems without a calculator, using regrouping principles:

389 + 4751.
604 – 2782.
2,156 + 3,8473.
5,003 – 2,4564.
12.45 + 8.76 (notice decimal place value)5.

Check your work by estimating. For instance, 389+475 is roughly 400+500=900,
which is close to the actual answer 864. Using estimation alongside regrouping
builds number sense.
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Frequently Asked Questions About Regrouping

Is regrouping the


