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MASTERING MATH DRILLS: ADDING AND SUBTRACTING MIXED FRACTIONS

Fractions can be one of the most challenging topics in elementary and middle school mathematics.
When you add the complexity of whole numbers to fractions, you get mixed fractions—numbers that
combine an integer with a proper fraction. For many students, learning to add and subtract mixed
fractions represents a significant milestone in their mathematical journey. This is where math drills
adding  and  subtracting  mixed  fractions  become  an  essential  tool  for  building  fluency  and
confidence. Whether you are a parent helping your child with homework, a teacher designing lesson
plans,  or  a  student  looking  to  improve,  understanding  how  to  approach  these  problems
systematically is key to long-term success.
Mixed fractions appear in everyday life more often than we realize. From measuring ingredients in a
recipe that calls for 2 ¾ cups of flour to calculating how much time remains in a 1 ½ hour movie,
these numbers are everywhere. The ability to add and subtract them quickly and accurately is not
just a classroom skill—it is a practical life skill. In this article, we will explore everything you need to
know  about  math  drills  adding  and  subtracting  mixed  fractions,  including  step-by-step
strategies, common pitfalls, and effective practice techniques.

What Are Mixed Fractions?
Before diving into drills and practice problems, it is important to have a solid understanding of what
mixed fractions are. A mixed fraction, also called a mixed number, consists of a whole number and
a proper fraction. For example, 3 ½ means three whole units plus one half. The whole number part
represents complete units, while the fractional part represents a portion of another unit. This is
different  from an improper  fraction,  where  the  numerator  is  larger  than the  denominator,  such as
7/2.  Converting  between  mixed  numbers  and  improper  fractions  is  a  foundational  skill  that
underpins all operations with mixed fractions.
When engaging in math drills adding and subtracting mixed fractions, students often work
with  denominators  that  are  either  the  same  or  different.  Problems  with  like  denominators  are
generally  easier,  while  those  with  unlike  denominators  require  an  additional  step  of  finding  a
common denominator. Mastering both types is essential for building a complete understanding of
the topic.

Why Math Drills Matter for Mixed Fractions
Drills  are  not  about  mindless  repetition.  When  done  correctly,  math  drills  adding  and
subtracting mixed fractions help students develop automaticity—the ability to recall and apply
procedures  without  conscious  effort.  Automaticity  frees  up  mental  resources  so  that  students  can
focus  on  higher-order  problem  solving  and  application.  Without  fluency  in  the  basic  operations,
students  often  struggle  when  mixed  fractions  appear  in  word  problems  or  real-world  contexts.
Research in mathematics education consistently shows that spaced practice, where students revisit
skills  over  time,  leads  to  better  retention  than  cramming.  Drills  that  are  varied  and
progressive—starting  with  simple  problems  and  gradually  increasing  in  difficulty—are  especially
effective. This is why a well-designed drill set for adding and subtracting mixed fractions will include
problems with like denominators, unlike denominators, and problems that require regrouping or
borrowing.

Step-by-Step Strategy for Adding Mixed
Fractions
Adding mixed fractions can be approached in two main ways: by adding the whole numbers and
fractions  separately,  or  by  converting  to  improper  fractions  first.  Both  methods  are  valid,  and
students often develop a preference as they practice math drills adding and subtracting mixed
fractions. Let us look at each method in detail.

METHOD 1: ADD WHOLE NUMBERS AND FRACTIONS SEPARATELY

This method works well when the fractions have like denominators and do not require regrouping.
Start by adding the whole number parts together. Then, add the fractional parts together. If the sum
of the fractions is an improper fraction, convert it to a mixed number and add the extra whole unit to
the whole number sum. For example, to add 2 ¼ and 3 ¼, you would first add 2 + 3 = 5, then add ¼
+ ¼ = ½, giving a final answer of 5 ½. This method is intuitive and works well for many problems.

METHOD 2: CONVERT TO IMPROPER FRACTIONS

For problems with unlike denominators or  when regrouping is  needed,  converting to improper
fractions can be more straightforward. To convert a mixed number to an improper fraction, multiply

https://everybodystreet.com/


2

2 Math Drills Adding And Subtracting Mixed Fractions 2023-05-05

the whole number by the denominator, add the numerator, and place the result over the original
denominator. For example, 3 ¾ becomes (3 × 4 + 3) / 4 = 15/4. Once both mixed numbers are
converted, find a common denominator if needed, add the numerators, and then simplify or convert
back to a mixed number. This method is particularly reliable and is often preferred for more complex
problems in math drills adding and subtracting mixed fractions.

Step-by-Step Strategy for Subtracting
Mixed Fractions
Subtracting mixed fractions introduces an additional challenge: borrowing. When the fractional part
of the subtrahend (the number being subtracted) is larger than the fractional part of the minuend
(the number you are subtracting from), you need to borrow one whole unit from the whole number
part. This is a common stumbling block for students, but with consistent practice through drills, it
becomes second nature.

SUBTRACTION WITH LIKE DENOMINATORS

When the denominators are the same, subtract the whole numbers first, then subtract the fractions.
If the fraction in the subtrahend is larger, borrow one from the whole number part of the minuend.
For example, to subtract 1 ¾ from 3 ¼, you would notice that ¾ is larger than ¼. Borrow 1 from 3,
making it 2, and add the borrowed whole as 4/4 to the ¼, giving 5/4. Now subtract ¾ from 5/4 to get
2/4, which simplifies to ½. The final answer is 2 ½.

SUBTRACTION WITH UNLIKE DENOMINATORS

For subtraction with unlike denominators, first find a common denominator for the fractional parts.
Then, follow the same procedure as with like denominators, borrowing if necessary. Converting to
improper  fractions  can  simplify  this  process  significantly.  For  example,  to  subtract  2  ⅓ from 5  ½,
convert both to improper fractions: 5 ½ = 11/2 and 2 ⅓ = 7/3. Find a common denominator of 6,
giving 33/6 and 14/6. Subtract to get 19/6, which converts to 3 ⅙. Practicing these steps through
math drills adding and subtracting mixed fractions helps students internalize the process.

Common Challenges and How to
Overcome Them
Every student encounters obstacles when learning to add and subtract mixed fractions. Recognizing
these  challenges  is  the  first  step  toward  overcoming  them.  One  of  the  most  frequent  issues  is
forgetting  to  simplify  the  final  answer.  After  performing  the  operation,  students  often  leave  the
fraction in an unsimplified form, such as 4/6 instead of 2/3. Drills that emphasize simplification as a

final step help build this habit.
Another  common  challenge  is  the  borrowing  step  in  subtraction.  Many  students  struggle  to
understand why they need to borrow and how to do it correctly. Visual models, such as number lines
or fraction bars, can be very helpful here. When students see that borrowing one whole unit is
equivalent  to  adding  the  denominator  to  the  numerator,  the  procedure  makes  more  sense.
Incorporating visual aids into math drills adding and subtracting mixed fractions can bridge
the gap between conceptual understanding and procedural fluency.
Working with unlike denominators is another area where students often make mistakes. Finding the
least common denominator (LCD) requires a solid grasp of multiplication facts and an understanding
of multiples.  Games and timed activities that reinforce the identification of  common denominators
can be a fun way to build this skill. The more students practice finding LCDs in the context of mixed
fraction problems, the more automatic the process becomes.

Tips for Effective Math Drills
Not all practice is created equal. To get the most out of math drills adding and subtracting
mixed fractions, consider the following tips. First, start with problems that have like denominators
and no regrouping. Build confidence with these simpler problems before moving on to more complex
tasks.  Second,  mix  the types of  problems within  a  single  drill  session.  Include some addition
problems,  some  subtraction  problems,  and  some  that  require  borrowing  or  finding  common
denominators. This variety keeps the brain engaged and prevents rote memorization of a single
procedure.
Third, use a timer occasionally to simulate test conditions and build speed. However, speed should
never come at the expense of accuracy. Encourage students to check their work by estimating or by
using the inverse operation. For example, after adding two mixed numbers, subtract one of the
addends from the sum to verify the result. Fourth, incorporate word problems that require adding
and subtracting mixed fractions. This helps students see the real-world relevance of the skill and
improves their ability to apply what they have learned.
Finally, keep drill sessions short and focused. Fifteen to twenty minutes of concentrated practice is
often  more  effective  than  an  hour  of  distracted  work.  Consistent  practice  over  time  yields  better
results than sporadic marathon sessions. By integrating these strategies into your routine, math
drills adding and subtracting mixed fractions can become a productive and even enjoyable
part of learning.

Sample Practice Problems for Mixed
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Fraction Drills
To give you a sense of what a well-rounded drill set looks like, here is a sample of problems that
progress in difficulty. These can be used for self-study or as part of a classroom activity.

1 ½ + 2 ½ (like denominators, no regrouping)
3 ⅓ + 1 ⅓ (like denominators, sum of fractions is proper)
2 ¾ + 1 ¾ (like denominators, sum of fractions requires regrouping)
4 ⅙ + 2 ⅓ (unlike denominators)
5 ⅛ + 3 ¼ (unlike denominators, requires LCD)
3 ⅚ - 1 ⅙ (like denominators, no borrowing)
4 ¼ - 1 ¾ (like denominators, requires borrowing)
6 ⅓ - 2 ½ (unlike denominators, requires borrowing)
7 ⅞ - 3 ⅝ (like denominators, no borrowing)
5 ⅖ - 2 ¾ (unlike denominators, requires borrowing and LCD)

Working through these problems systematically, checking each answer, and reviewing any mistakes
will build both skill and confidence. For additional practice, consider generating your own problems
or using online resources that focus on math drills adding and subtracting mixed fractions.

Connecting Mixed Fractions to Other Math
Topics

Understanding how to  add and subtract  mixed fractions  does  not  exist  in  isolation.  This  skill
connects to many other areas of mathematics. For example, when students work with decimals,
they often encounter numbers like 1.5 or 3.75, which are decimal equivalents of mixed fractions.
Being  fluent  with  mixed  fractions  makes  it  easier  to  understand  these  decimal  representations.
Similarly, when students move on to algebra, they will encounter expressions that involve fractional
coefficients. The ability to add and subtract mixed fractions with confidence lays a strong foundation
for more advanced work.
In geometry, mixed fractions appear when measuring lengths, areas, and volumes. A rectangle that
is 2 ½ inches by 3 ⅓ inches requires multiplication, but before that, students need to be comfortable
with the numbers themselves. In data analysis, mixed fractions can represent parts of a whole in
graphs and charts. Every time a student practices math drills adding and subtracting mixed
fractions, they are building skills that will serve them across the entire mathematics curriculum.

Conclusion
Mastering the addition and subtraction of mixed fractions is an achievable goal for every student.
With clear strategies, consistent practice, and a focus on understanding the underlying concepts,
what  once seemed confusing becomes routine.  Math drills  adding and subtracting mixed
fractions are a proven way to build the fluency and confidence needed for success in mathematics
and in everyday life. Whether you are working through problems on paper, using digital tools, or
applying these skills in real-world situations, the effort you invest in practice will pay off. Start with
the  basics,  challenge  yourself  with  increasingly  difficult  problems,  and  do  not  be  afraid  to  make
mistakes—each error is an opportunity to learn. With time and dedication, adding and subtracting
mixed fractions will become second nature.


