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Adding 
999
In this activity 
children have to 
carry out a simple 
arithmetic trick. 
They are 
encouraged to 
realise how it works, 
and to explore 
extensions which 
could be used to 
invent further tricks! 
Hopefully this 
activity will improve 
confidence and also 
stimulate further 
enjoyment in 
mathematics.  

What to do...
1. This is a brilliant trick! You will amaze your friends with your 
mathematical genius!

2. Don’t show anyone this page except a trusted assistant who 
may help you!

3. Explain to your audience that you are a whiz-mathematician 
and you will prove it! Ask someone to give you a 3-digit 
number – the three digits must NOT be all the same! (E.g. they 
give you 382.) 

4. Write this on a piece of paper. Now say that you will give 
them a 3-digit number. Below their number, write the 3-digit 
number that would add to theirs to make 999. E.g. 617. Don’t 
tell them you are doing this, just pretend you dreamt this 
number up from nowhere!

5. Ask the audience for another 3-digit number. Write the 
number they suggest below your number (you are making a 
column list of numbers). E.g. They give you 295.

6. Again, write the number that adds to the number they just 
gave you to make 999. E.g. you write 704.

7. Repeat this whole process – the audience choosing a number 
and you writing a number to match.

8. Explain that you will now add this long list of numbers 
instantly! You know that each pair of 3-digit numbers adds up 
to 999, and that this is one less than 1000. You have three 
pairs of numbers – that is 3 less than 3000. Write 2997 as the 
total!

9. Try this trick on as many people as you can! Are they 
impressed?

10. Explore using the same trick to add a list of eight 3-digit 
numbers, or even ten 3-digit numbers. Could you use the same 
process to add 4-digit numbers?

382

617

295

704

658

341

= 2997


