
Notes on Subtracting Integers 

Integers are numbers that are positive and negative “counting numbers.”  They 

do not include any numbers that contain decimals or fractions.  If numbers do not 

have a sign with them, they are assumed to be positive. 

“Absolute value of a number” is the distance a number is from 0.  Or, in other 

words, how far is a number from 0.  It is ALWAYS a POSITIVE value.  So, the 

absolute value of 100 is 100.  The absolute value of -59 is 59 since it is 59 spaces 

from 0. 

Opposites of a number means a number that is the same distance from 0 as that 

number.  For example, the opposite of 6 is -6, the opposite of -4 is 4. 

 

To subtract integers, we apply “PTO” which stands for “plus the opposite,” then 

we apply the rules for Adding Integers.  This means we change the subtraction 

sign to addition, and change the sign of the number BEHIND the subtraction sign.  

The first number is not changed at all.  For example, we have -3 – (+4).  Applying 

PTO, we leave the -3 as it is, we change the subtraction sign to addition, and the 

+4 becomes -4 since we use its opposite.  So we have -3 – (+4) = -3 + (-4).  Now we 

add them together using the rules for addition.  We have same signs, so we add 

the absolute values and keep the same sign.  So -3 + (-4) = -7.  So -3 – (+4) = -7. 

    

Another example is -4 – (-10).  Applying PTO, the -4 stays the same, the 

subtraction sign becomes addition, and the -10 becomes +10 since it is the 

opposite of -10.  So, -4 – (-10) = -4 + (+10).  To add these integers, we SUBTRACT 

the absolute values and keep the sign of the number with bigger absolute value.  

The absolute values are 4 and 10, respectively.  So, 10 – 4 = 6.  10 has a higher 

absolute, and it is positive, so the answer is positive.  So, -4 – (-10) = +6. 

 

 


