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Teaching Abacus
In a Multicultural
Context

Huey-chiang Huang

President, Chinese American Abacus Association
Vice President, World Association of Abacus and
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Senior Teacher, Berryessa Chinese School

Ming-yeh Lee

Adviser, Chinese American Abacus Association
Professor, College of Education, San Francisco
State University

Learning abacus is sometimes considered
“dated” in contemporary society as many have
been relying on electronic devices for calculation.
It is even more challenging to teach abacus in a
multicultural context to a culturally diverse student
population, many of whom have limited ideas
about what abacus is and the cultural heritage
nourishing this fascinating practice. The U.S.
society, where Huey-chiang Huang teaches abacus,
is a multicultural society, with a Euro-American
majority constituting over two thirds of the entire
population, 12% of African Americans, 15 % of
Hispanics Americans, and 5 % of Asian Americans



(Census Bureau Report, 2008). Given this culturally
diverse student population, it is our mission not only
to help students master the knowledge and skills of
abacus, but also to promote the Chinese heritage in
which abacus is grounded.

Fortunately many recent education theories
have appeared to be beneficial as abacus educators
explain to our students and their parents the
significance and benefits of learning abacus. These
theories challenge the common assumption that
abacus is a dated skill, and suggest that practicing
abacus as a holistic learning process can engage
students visually, kinesthetically, and cognitively
while they learn to calculate. Furthermore,
exposure to the Chinese culture where the skill is
grounded allows Chinese American students, in
particular, to take pride in our cultural tradition and
help develop healthy group-based identity. To this
end, the purpose of the paper is to describe two
significant theoretical frameworks that characterize
educational benefits of learning abacus in a
multicultural context; secondly, we would also
like to share with you the experience, tips, and
challenges that face us when serving a culturally
diverse abacus student population.

Of all the prevailing educational frameworks
discussed in the literature, culturally relevant
pedagogy (Ladison-Billings, 1994) and Multiple
Intelligences (Gardner, 1983) are two theoretical
models that provide rationale and support for the
superior benefits of abacus learning. We will explain
each of the model and their implications for abacus
learning, which is followed by our personal reflections
on our teaching experiences, tips and challenges.

Multiple Intelligences
The theory of multiple intelligences was
developed by Howard Gardner (1983), a Harvard
psychologist, to encompass a variety of human
“intelligences.”  He argues that the traditional
theories define human intelligences so narrowly
that only those intelligences related to numeracy
and linguistics are valued in the school setting.
However, other human intelligences including
spatial, musical, interpersonal, kinesthetic,
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intrapersonal, naturalist, and existential are
essential to the overall well-being and development
of young learners. In other words, the theory
of multiple intelligences acknowledges and
defines human intelligences with a much broader
perspective.

Abacus learning is a perfect illustration of the
multiple intelligences theory. While the purpose of

abacus learning is aimed at calculation, the learning
process itself characterizes how the students are
engaged in learning spatially (by envisioning
the abacus), kinesthetically (by manipulating the
beads), and mathematically (by processing the
numbers) during the learning process. In other
words, it is a holistic learning process for students,
exercising those “intelligence muscles” which
would not have been used otherwise. This unique
abacus learning process also helps meet the needs
of students with various learning styles including
visual, kinesthetic, and audio learners. In other
words, abacus learning provides alternative math
teaching strategies to those students who often fail
math when receiving traditional math instruction at
schools.

Culturally relevant pedagogy

Culturally relevant teaching refers to “the
kind of teaching that is designed not merely to
fit the school culture to the students’ culture,
but also to use student culture as the basis for
helping students understand themselves and
others, structure interactions, and conceptualize
knowledge™ (Ladson-Billings, 2001, p. 314).
While the U.S. society has become increasingly
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diverse, Anglo-Western-European culture still
permeates the major social institution, schools
included. Students, particularly those from more
marginalized backgrounds, oftentimes find that
their history and culture are not sufficiently
addressed in the school curriculum. The
discontinuity and incompatibility between home/
community culture and school culture usually cause
students’ alienation, disinterest, disconnection
or even self-doubt (Guy, 1999). This phenomenon
certainly can apply to some Asian American
students, who are viewed as achievers at schools
but psychologically suffer from low self-esteem,
invisibility, and uncritical docility due to lack of
pride in or understanding of their own culture and
community.

To suggest a comprehensive model of
culturally relevant pedagogy for better serving
these students, Marchesani and Adams (1992)
propose that educators should 1) examine how
the impact of their cultural identities affects their
own pedagogy; 2) examine the cultural identities
of the learners so that the educators can begin to
use learners’ culture and cultural identities to
bridge the gap between home and school cultures;
3) develop inclusive curriculum to incorporate the
students’ experience into the curriculum; and
finally, 4) adopt culturally appropriate methods
and processes to avoid any cultural taboo or
misinterpretation in order to maximize learners’
participation in the learning process. Guy (1999)
believed that culturally relevant pedagogy, if
conducted appropriately, can affirm the learners’
group-based identity from a marginalized identity
to a positive one with cultural solidarity and
connectedness.

In addition to teaching abacus skills, Huey-
chiang also utilizes theater production, lectures, role-
play, story-telling and community-outreach to instruct
the tradition and history of abacus as part of Chinese
culture. By doing so, abacus learners are put in touch
with their culture, community, and history, which help
them develop positive group-based identity, closer
relationship with community, and cultural pride. This
culturally relevant pedagogy of teaching abacus has
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helped students to develop not only abacus skills but
also more understanding of and connection to their
own communities.

Teaching Arithmetic

Arithmetic instruction in the U.S. primary
school system seems to be heading downhill.
Blumenfeld (2010) stated his criticism strongly:
The basic problem is that American children are no
longer being taught arithmetic; schools are teaching
math, not the fundamentals of the counting system.
Arithmetic is to process numbers and quantities.
Mathematics is to deal with relationships and use
of complex symbols. When one does not master
his/her counting skills, while submerging the
arithmetic in mathematics instruction, one gets
math failure.

Professor Stein (1996) described his view on
education reform as such: The battle between basics
and understanding, between routine calculation
and logical thinking, has persisted for a century in
mathematical education. More than one reform has
promised to resolve the conflict and failed.

He proposed to exploit the dual nature of
mathematics. There should be one course devoted
to calculation and one course devoted to concepts
and solving problems. Of course he also knows
that even if this suggestion were to be put into
action, it would take a very long time to truly instill
it into our school system. Many educators are
pointing out the importance of calculating skills,
which is also the foundation of number sense
and mathematics. Abacus and mental arithmetic
is to foster computing ability. Things such as
concentration, focus, intellectual development,
enhance memory, and other, are necessary or
derivative capabilities developed in the learning
process. The use of hands-on, sights, speaking,
listening, and mind concentration in studying is a
comprehensive learning process in which we can
see the theory of multiple intelligences in action.

In the book, The Teaching Gap, Stigler and
Hiebert (1999) admitted frankly that teaching is a
cultural activity through analysis and comparison
of mathematics teaching videos under the "Trends



International Mathematics Science Study" (TIMSS)
project. Classroom activities in the U.S., Germany,
and Japan were compared, and it was found that
the classroom culture was very different in three
countries. Although it's an oversimplification,
the situation is like this: In Germany, the
teacher directs the class in developing advanced
procedures, in Japan, the class works individually
and in groups on structured problem solving, and
in the U.S., the teacher leads the class in learning
terms and practicing procedures (pages 25-46).
But within the same country, even with a distance
gap the size of North America, the same classroom
culture can be found. It typifies the permeation of
a national culture. In other words, culture is learned
through long-term participation and observation,
unwittingly granted, not by studying deliberately.
Every teacher once was a student from the primary,
then secondary schools and moving up, classroom
culture has been deeply imprinted in them.

Math and Culturally relevant pedagogy

As the multi-cultural teaching leads the way
and gets attention, mathematics educators are then
active only to find connections of mathematics
and multicultural society. Banks (1997) describes
the dimensions of multicultural education in five
areas. Content integration is the inclusion of
materials, concepts, and values from a variety of
cultures in teaching. Knowledge construction is the
acknowledgement that all knowledge is socially
constructed, created in the minds of human beings
to explain their experience and as a result, can be
challenged. Ideas and thoughts that shape society
do change. By itself knowledge construction is a
primary aspect of multicultural education because
teachers must reconstruct their world views before
they can effectively teach in multicultural ways.
Prejudice reduction concerns changing the students'
attitudes towards differences of race and ethnicity.
Prejudice reduction can also include teaching
students of tolerance about religion, physical and
mental abilities, and sexual preference. Equity
pedagogy is involved when teachers adjust their
teaching methods to accommodate the various
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cultural differences of diverse students to stimulate
students’ achievement. An empowering school
culture is the dimension of multicultural education
that enables the other four dimensions. Educators
must examine the structures of education that
hinder learning and empower students and families
from "diverse racial, ethnic, and gender groups.”
The aim is to create schools that encourage the full
development of all students.

Several examples that these five dimension can
be used for mathematics teaching more culturally
inclusive.

1. Content Integration: schools cannot teach
mathematics in a Eurocentric manner; otherwise
caused non-European student groups feel
disconnected and remote toward mathematics. The
content should include discussion of other ethnic
groups and nations’ math contributions, so the
students of non-European descent can overcome
their negative impressions of mathematics. For
example, when discussing the Pythagorean
Theorem, teachers can include countries and
empires such as Babylon, China, India and other
countries that developed proof of the theorem. Pi is
another object that many ancient cultures explored.

2. Knowledge Construction: math teacher can
tell students that, although many mathematical
elements are common today, such as calculating,
measuring, designing, different cultures will have
their own ways still. Sometimes exploration of
ethno-mathematics or student-invented methods
can lead to productive discussion and subsequently,
more engaged learning.

3. Prejudice Reduction: teachers can encourage
students to use mathematics and statistics to study
the social and cultural issues. Statistics can show
and dispel stereotypes and myths that affect other
cultural groups.

4. Equitable Pedagogy: students and teachers
require a mutual respect for culture and every
aspect of instruction. Teachers help students
connect with and understand their community,
national, ethnic, identity, and global identities.
(Ladson-Billings, 1990). Teachers must believe
that all students are able to learn mathematics,
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and educate according to this belief. Teachers
encourage students to learn together and be
mutually supportive.

5. Empowering School Culture: it seems
obvious that mathematics is an important criterion
for further studies. Schools should create a well-
prepared multi-cultural learning environment.
Researchers have found that African-American
and minority groups are the predominant groups in
lower level classes, where they receive substandard
instruction and are not adequately prepared to
function in society (Oakes, 1990).

U.S. public and private schools and even
universities are adapting to multicultural teaching.
It begins with the mainstream Eurocentric methods

then other ethnic and cultural groups’ related
topics are added on as additional materials.
Mathematics is not in itself a cultural item
and should be not divorced from the everyday
experiences of students (Leonard, 2008). However,
finding appropriate examples of culturally
relevant teaching in practice has been described
as "capturing lightning in a bottle" (Leonard, J.,
Napp, C., & Adeleke, S, 2009). Few mathematics
teachers know and understand what ‘cultural
relevant pedagogy’ is and how it might be enacted
in the mathematics classroom (Leonard, 2008). Of
course, math textbooks have attached some blurbs
regarding math history and development as some
background information. However, such inclusions
are primarily Eurocentric. The abacus has been
mentioned on occasion, but is usually introduced
with a brief description in a sidebar accompanies
with a small illustration. Due to the modern
convenience of the internet, multi-cultural related
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math information is much easier to find; the bottom
line remains whether teachers are able to use it
appropriately.

In today’ s circumstances, abacus and mental
arithmetic can be deemed a "special talent” cultural
course. Abacus and mental arithmetic are marked
as part of Chinese culture, but ethnic Chinese in
the United States account for only 1.3 percent (the
Census Bureau, 2008) of the American population.
Therefore, only parents who are interested in this
skill and recognize it as a useful talent will send
their children to learn. Smooth communication
with parents is easily developed. Students in the
classes are mostly of Asian descent. The number
of students with Indian heritage has been trending
upwards, which may be due to an increase of
Indian immigrants in recent years and the further
promulgation of abacus and mental arithmetic
education in India. The number of non-Asian
students in abacus and mental arithmetic classes is as
disproportionate as the proportion of Asian students
in public schools. As the cultural background of non-
Asian students has no trace of abacus usage, it is
difficult to link them to abacus heritage. However, in
the introduction of the abacus, we can show them the
15th century European counting table, the Roman
abacus, the Russian abacus, or quipu used in Inca
culture of South America, and other such related
counting methods.

As a cross-cultural mental arithmetic teacher,
it is essential to be aware that one’ s students
come from a variety of cultural backgrounds. To
understand cultural background of students, Asian
or not, and to learn their personal background will
always be a positive impact on teaching. When
teachers maintain open communication with
parents, they will learn more about cross-cultural
differences. And through dialogue with the parents,
teachers are to understand parents’ expectations
to the students and intentions, and are better able
to let parents know how to effectively help their
children learn (this point is particularly important
for non-Asian parents who sometimes do not know
how to intervene). This positive identification
creates a basis for the development of effective
communication and refining instructional strategies.



We have to guide students to adapt to the
mental arithmetic learning setting. After all, with
Chinese culture as a carrier, mental arithmetic
course is bound to be very different from U.S.
school teaching. It is necessary for a student to
understand, to adapt, and to adjust to this learning
environment. While some students adjust their
behavior automatically, others must be taught again
and again and provided ample opportunities to
practice (such as the posture of conducting abacus
calculation: American students’ learning posture
in the classroom are not adjusted and abacus classes
require students to pay attention to posture; this is
not an easy adjustment for some students. Keeping
parents involved ensures that students learn to
adjust their behavior to the setting as proper. )

Establish a good teacher-student relationship.
Regardless of a student’ s cultural background,
the more a teacher learns more about a student’ s
learning styles and his/her experiences the easier
it will be to assist the student in developing good
study habits. In addition, developing the trust that
students have for their teacher is a driving force for
better learning.

Instructional Strategy

« Mixed ethnic groups and different levels
of students. The gap between levels should be in
a controlled range. Class preparation needs to be
in response to the groups and levels of students
such that a variety of instructional strategies and
learning activities should put into consideration.
When students belong to a group, regardless of
ethnicity, it is easier for them to gain their peers’
support and competition among them is healthy.
We have emphasized that “the real opportunity for
success lies within the person and not in the job,"
with which all parents are fully agreed.

» Use a variety of instructional methods and
learning activities, so students can find a better-
suited way for them to learn, absorb and understand.
In addition, variety also helps students develop
and strengthen other approaches to learning. Some
students used to study in a group and some like
individual learning. As mentioned before, teaching
is a cultural activity, teachers tend to teach based
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on the way they themselves learn the best, or the
way they themselves were taught. Teaching for
the diverse classroom is a journey and challenge.
It is an opportunity to engage in research about
teaching and learning, and to assess how we prepare
ourselves and our students to successfully acquire
abacus and mental arithmetic skills.

« Give the opportunity for all levels of students
to develop their self-confidence and positive
beliefs. Although students are in different levels,
there are always community service, abacus
demonstration, skit performances, and other
events in which they can participate. We strongly
encourage students to take part in these activities to
enhance their learning process.

« Communicate High Expectations. Students
should receive the consistent message that they are
expected to attain high standards in their abacus
and mental arithmetic studying. The constant
message help students develop a healthy self-
concept, and also stimulate the student’ s intrinsic
motivation for achieving success. In the process,
let students understand their abilities and progress,
when and how they can master what kind of
skills, also give them encouragement for diligent
works. When students have potential to reach
advanced levels, we should let them know the
opportunity and give them full support to overcome
difficulties. Our advanced-level 10 students receive
a ‘distinguished student award,” on which a
quote is written:  “All of this success has come
at the end of a long climb.” It marks not the end,
but a new beginning. We encouraged them to do
more in community services and put more effort
in promoting cultural heritage, and take it to a
higher level. Over a long learning process, their
determination, persistence, and concentration along
with the skills they have mastered will now be their
lifelong keepsakes. Excellence is not an exception,
it is a prevailing attitude.

« Support independence in thinking and action.
For students with self-determination, like junior
high school students, give them more opportunities
for independent study. For students continuing their
studies into the advanced levels, the study must
be voluntary, autonomous, and self-demanded. By
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using self-assessment with help from the teacher,
students will have continuous improvement and
growth.

« Keep students on task and maintain an aura
of focus in the classroom as much as possible while
learning and practicing. Set the class schedule in a
sequence of compact tasks and activities.

 Check with students during seatwork to see
their progress and have their homework corrected
as soon as possible.

» Provide frequent feedback to students or
parents. Give students positive or corrective
feedback as needed. Keep parents informed
regarding progress.

Encouragement to Chinese Students
through Mental Arithmetic learning

Many Chinese-American students attend
Chinese schools so they recognize and appreciate
their ethnic group identity. Through participation
in mental arithmetic courses, they learn to compete
with themselves to reach their goals and to advance
through the learning levels.

After every annual assessment test, we
arrange an inspiring award ceremony for certificate
and scholarship presentation. We invite guests,
parents and students together to celebrate the
great progress students made. Students who
passed grade-level 1 or above would receive
a shining trophy besides a certificate. Merit
scholarships were offered to qualified students
to award their performance in studying mental
arithmetic. These encouragements, tangible or
not, were well received by parents, and were
also the motivating force for students’ success.
We have also arranged for drama performances,
talk shows, and demonstrations that show off
our students” mental arithmetic skills. Students
learn these different ways to promote their culture
in the Chinese schools, community activities,
museums, and public schools, etc. through their
talent. On the one hand, these activities promote
our culture; on the other hand, students explore
and learn using multiple intelligences through
participating in different activities. These tie-in
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to the Chinese community, thus leading to group
pride and resulting in increased self-esteem and
self-confidence. All of these will contribute to
a very positive and far-reaching impact on their
academic performance. Since 1999, Huey-chiang
Huang has organized and led teams to partake in
international cultural exchange activities, which
also serve educational purposes. Taking part in an
international competition and winning an award
is not a common experience for most students.
When visiting Chinese speaking regions, Chinese
American students would feel/sense more deep
down their cultural roots.

In addition, Huey-chiang Huang has held
seven teacher training programs since 1996.
Starting at 2002 she invited Professor Ming-yeh
Lee as the academic adviser of "Chinese American
Abacus Association" to plan and to implement the

‘multiple intelligences education’
Therefore, most member teachers and high school
students with advance levels in abacus and mental
arithmetic have taken this course. The basis of
education is like passing on a fantasy to others. In
other words, one with a firm belief that something
is valuable, and thus puts in wholehearted effort.
The fundamental function of education is to inspire
our desire to learn. To do this, the instructor must
bear a strong passion to what he believes and
pass that on to the learner, such that the learner
embraces it (Takashi Saito, 2008.)

The young generation today is a group of
students with great potential and in optimistic
conditions. Let high school students with advanced
levels in abacus and mental arithmetic participate
as teaching assistants or classroom helpers — this
gives them an opportunity to share their enthusiasm
with others and refines their potential. Students are
aware of the cultural differences in their setting;
they have positive perception and goals, it is a great
opportunity to give them basic teacher training.
The attitude of attention to cultural practices will
lead them from the recipients of abacus and mental
arithmetic culture and transform them into givers
who possess more strength and ability in mental
arithmetic education. g

course unit.
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Mental Math and Abacus Education
in South California

ZAE -
Background:
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In the past fifteen years, | have been actively promoting
Mental Math and Abacus (MMA) education to the general
public and successfully deliver this prestigious Chinese Culture
to the Chinese immigrants as well as the main stream American
schools. The road to success is unlimited and we all have to
continue our efforts and keep the momentum going.

F- 1996 £ - FHEER [ EE g (Chinese American Abacus
Association, CAAA) fE#l & ke B E 2 1y iEeE T LN
3T, - 1998 FFHFLER NN $E A7 (Diamond Bar) & Befs
HEE > T 2005 FERTHERRLEEZG RN G - BT
RN EE R - 2006 FHERTEE K -

In 1996, the Chinese American Abacus Association (CAAA)
was first established by Mrs. Huang in Northern California to
promote MMA education. In 1998, | started to promote MMA

HREER KSETEEX
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education in the Diamond Bar area and formally
established a CAAA Southern California chapter
in 2005 as the first President. In 2006, | was also
elected to serve as the Vice-President of CAAA.

Wl GG Al Iy - P HH S A T R SR A B G
HEROESULAE - ERFRE 22 (@24 > 15
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TR A REANENERE - LEIRE - EF
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B - iR BRI A E B R R - A4
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REH A Ry T 2GR

At the beginning, | started to promote MMA
education through the Diamond Bar Chinese School.
At that time, only 22 students were enrolled. In
addition to the Chinese School, | also started to
promote MMA to main stream American schools and
fortunately received their approval and commitment.
At the beginning, there were different types of MMA
education systems and people were looking for the
best system. Within such a difficult condition, | was
fortunately to develop a MMA education standard
which can be accepted by the world® s MMA
standard. By continuing our promotional efforts and
joining various international competitions, we have
improved our MMA educational skills and at the
same time we have increased our student enrollments
dramatically. Given the success, | personally still
believe and will continue to push the traditional
MMA education to become a formal education class
within the main stream American schools.

EBE =10

Objective:
FHRIRIEEIINE — @IS E R OEHE
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Based on more than ten years of experience
in promoting MMA education at the Southern
California area, | have observed an increasing
student enrollment. From these students, | would
like to explore the trend of these students and
hopefully from the results to understand and develop
some guidelines on how to accurately promote MMA
education in the future.

PREITTIE
Method:
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By focusing on the students from my education
center, we have developed a set of questionnaires for
survey. From the survey data, we have performed a
statistical analysis to understand the current status of
our MMA education here in the Southern California
area. The survey questionnaires can be seen in the
following table.

BH#5 T : This is a short survey for Abacus and Mental Math education
541 % : Have you ever lean Abacus, Mental Math or Mental Abacus?

If answer is yes, then continue for the survey.

Otherwise, Say “Thank you for your participation, we can have other survey next time.”
HAZKL © School grade: __K, _1st, __2nd, _3rd, _4th, __5th, _6th, __7th, __

__11th, __12th (Please check “y" )
Age: (Birth year ), Gender: [] Girl/lady, [] Boy/man

1ESE -
A. background question:
How many year have you learned Abacus?

-

(enter years)

2. How many years have you learned Mental Abacus (Mental Math)? (enter years)
3. Which level are you in now for Abacus? Level (#)or ___ (E%)

4. Which level are you in now for Mental Math? Level ____(##) or (E)

5. How many hours do you practice ever day? (] 01, (] 02, [ ] 03, [] 04, [] 05 hour(s)

=

How many days do you practice in a week? [ 101, (02,7103, 7] 04, ] 05.[]06. 07 days
B. The following questions, please use 1 to 5 to represent your wellness.
(Don't like itatall) < 01,02, 03, 04, 05. — (Very likely)
7. How do you like Abacus class? []01, ] 02, []03,[7]04, [05.
8. How about Mental Math, do you like it? (101,702, [7]03, ] 04, (] 05.
9. After years of learning Abacus and Mental Abacus, do you like your math class in school?
[101,[7702,[]03, ] 04, []05.
10. How about other classes?
Do you like your science class? [1]01, 02, []03,[7]04,[]]05.
Do you like your English class? [] 01, [] 02, []03, 1] 04, []05.
Do you like other classes, please fill in and check []01,(1]02,[]03,[]04,[]05.
C. The following questions, please use 1 to 5 to represent your feeling.
(Notatall) < 01,02, 03,04, 05. — (Very likely)
11. Do you afraid of math class when you take it first time? [ ] 01, ] 02, 1103, ] 04, []05.
12. Do you feel the Abacus and Mental Math learning help you in math class at school?
[]01,[7102, (103, 104,05,
13. Do you believe learning Abacus and Mental Math help you in science class, t00?
[7]01, 7102, (103,04, (] 05.
14. How about English class, do you feel you have more confidence to take English class because
of your success in Mental Math class? [] 01,1102, [7]03, ] 04, ] 05,
15. Do you have other classes which you like because of your success in Mental Math class?
Please fill in and check [1]01, 1] 02, 1] 03, [] 04, []05.
D. The following questions, please use your best knowledge to answer.
16. Would you like to promote Mental Math for your friends because of your success in
Mental Math class? [ Not at all, [ maybe, || definitely yes
17 In average, how were your scores of Math class at school? [ ] A, (] B, [ C, [] below C
18. Do you believe your score that you mentioned above was the benefit of learning Mental
Math? [_] Not at all, ] maybe, [] definitely yes
If your Math score didn't meet your expectation last semester, would you believe you
can make progress by learning more Mental Math?
[]Not at all, [] maybe, [] definitely yes
Do you have other classes that you believe may be able to improve by learning Mental
Math class? Please fill in
Would you welling to continue learning Mental Math?
[ Notatall, [ ] maybe, [ ] definitely yes
. For how may more years, would you plan to continue Mental Math learning?
[7101,[102,[7]03,(]04,[7]05,[106,]07,(08,[]09, 110, []>10.
. Will you plan to join the Mental Math education as an abacus teacher or Mental Math
teacher in the future? | Not at all, ] maybe, [] definitely yes

19.

°

20.

8

21

N
N

N
P
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Results:

A FL5E R 293 AR > AT DALHEEAEET B8
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A total of 293 students were solicited to perform
the survey and only 272 data were considered valid
data for the statistical analysis. Among these 272
people, 152 are male students and 120 are female
students. The successful return rate for the survey is
92.8%.

— ~ IR B K E - BAERZL
A2 BB EER O EREAHENS -

1. Based on the gender spread condition, male
student has a large no. but in general both genders
have almost the same drive to learn MMA.
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2. Based on the age of the students, almost all of
them were born in between 2000 to 2003 and they are
all in the elementary schools. We did find out a lot
of students did drop out of the MMA education after
they became a student in the middle schools or high
schools.
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Between 7 to 10 MMA expert levels (the
highest expert levels of MMA), the age distribution
for both male and female are about the same.
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3. From the students' MMA level standpoint, for
the fundamental classes, most of male students fall
within 7-9 levels and female students fall within 5-8
levels. From the age distribution standpoint, for the
fundamental classes, most of male students fall within
2-3 and 8-9 levels and most of the female students
fall within 1-2 and 5-6 levels. For comparison,
female students are slightly better than male students
in the fundamental classes. On the contrary, in the
higher expert level classes, male students are more
equally distributed in all expert levels and female
students mostly fall within higher expert levels.
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4. From the survey data shown, no matter male
or female students and regardless of their ages, most
of them have developed their interest in MMA and
willing to continue their MMA education.
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5. One more interesting and exciting finding
from the statistical analysis is that we found out most
of the students become very keen to the numbers
so their computational and learning skills become
excellent. From these data, it shows that all students
who got enrolled in these classes have been enjoyed
the classes and some of them even would like to
continue their education in MMA and would love to
become a MMA teacher in the future.

After learming Alsacms and foo Semtal Matl, how
mvichs o you Bike o math class in solsoanl?
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Conclusion:
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It has been my vision to promote MMA
education to the America main stream schools and |
know the process to achieve this goal is not easy and
it requires continuous promotion with tremendous
patience. With many students’ great performance,
these schools gradually started to know the benefits
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of MMA and willing to accept the MMA and learn
how to use MMA to improve the skills of their own
students. They started to know the usefulness of
this traditional culture skills and willing to help us
promoting this skills to the main stream. Recently,
when some students have difficulties to deal with
fundamental math operations, these teachers will
recommend the students to start learning MMA first
before they start to have their regular Mathematics
education. With these changes, | feel that we have
achieved some successes in promoting MMA and it
also provides me a lot of confidence that we are on
the right track.
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Based on the survey results of our students, the
gender is not a problem for learning MMA. Almost
all of them were born in between 2000 to 2003 and
they are all elementary students. We did find out a
lot of students did drop the MMA education after
they entering into the middle schools or high schools.
In the fundamental classes, most of male students
fall within 7-9 levels and female students fall within
5-8 levels. From the age distribution standpoint, for
the fundamental classes, most of male students fall
within 2-3 and 8-9 levels and most of the female
students fall within 1-2 and 5-6 levels. In the higher
expert level classes, male students are more equally
distributed in all expert levels and female students
mostly fall within higher expert levels. No matter
male or female students and regardless of their ages,
most of them have developed their interest in MMA
and willingness to serve as a MMA teacher in the
future. From the above interesting finding, it really
validates my direction in promoting MMA in the past
fifteen years. From the statistics data, even though
most of the students were mostly Asian American
which can not be used to justify our success in
promoting the MMA to the main stream American
schools; however, our mission/goal is clear and we
will continue to push MMA education to the main
stream American schools until we get more and more
recognitions.
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In fact, the most difficult part of our job in
MMA education is to convince our parents regarding
the MMA's benefits. Most of the parents would like
to see the impact immediately when their children
just started to take the first few MMA classes. They
expected MMA will have an immediate benefit
to improve their children's normal school work
especially in Math class. Actually, the impact will
be shown mostly after about half a year of MMA
education. At that time, students should be able to
elevate their math capability in performing complex
computation. In addition, their memory skills,
logical thinking, concentration, and confidence will
also be improved greatly. Therefore, it is important
to find a way to convince our parents regarding this
issue and make them understand the impact could be
achieved after continuous practices. Through these
years of practicing MMA education, | have learned
a lot from my daily efforts in promoting MMA to
the main stream American schools. To reach this
eventual goal, it is still necessary to start from the
Chinese American society especially the Chinese
Schools. From there, we need to gradually promote
the MMA's benefits to the Chinese American.
Through the successful stories, we will then be able
to convince our American friends to accept this
traditional Chinese culture and skills and at the same
time, we have the honor to preserve this traditional
Chinese culture and skills to the next generation.
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In summary, | would like to encourage everyone
who has an interest in MMA education to learn
from my past experience and the statistical data of
this study. Let's continuously improve our MMA
education strategies and identify new promotion
ideas so we can enhance MMA education to its
highest level and that is to make this traditional
Chinese culture and skills a regular class within the
main stream American schools. -
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For many years, the long-preserved Chinese
culture of abacus has been developed and well-
established by many people. It has started to become
more and more popular, especially in areas with large
Asian populations, and has even recently started
a cultural phenomenon of its own. One popularly
accepted benefit of learning abacus is that it
improves the development of children's intellect. The
reputation/trend of learning abacus has slowly but
surely spread to even suburban areas in the Midwest,
particularly Michigan.

The Midwest branch of CAAA was recently
established in 2005, thanks to Chairperson Huey-
Chiang Huang's wholehearted effort, which was
essential to the establishment of the branch. She
supplied textbooks, teaching materials, and shared
teaching methods to bring abacus into the Midwest
region. Mrs. Huang has set in place both long-term
and short-term goals for the organization and has
inspired the Midwest region to strive towards these
goals. Many new friends and connections have been
made through the abacus teaching community and
the organization as a whole has been extremely
supportive. With the stable foundation in place, the
Midwest region is ready for growth and looking
forward to its 6th year.

At the beginning, the main source of students
was mostly local students. Both parents and students
expressed high interest and expressed curiosity
towards learning abacus. However, since the local
Chinese Americans were not living in a cohesive
area and were relatively spread out, it has been
difficult to rally support. The attitude towards
learning traditional and cultural knowledge is not
comparable to the high priority and dedication
placed on the mainstream education presented. Most
parents and students tend to focus only on the short-
term results of achieving high scores on tests and
ignore the long term benefits of learning the skill of
abacus. Learning abacus has many benefits; not only
does it help nurture math skills; it also helps students
learn to focus. Furthermore, the process of learning
abacus utilizes the brain in many ways and exercises
children's minds. It can also strengthen memory.
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However, if abacus is not practiced regularly, it can
be tempting to substitute an abacus for a calculator
and computer. The process of learning abacus
requires one to visualize an abstract idea into a
concrete form; on an abacus, the top beads represent
five, and the bottom beads represent one. Being able
to manipulate these beads enables one to perform
mathematical calculations on a simple abacus. The
exercise of moving the beads back and forth on the
abacus cultures focus and attention in students. It
also provokes quicker reactions and processing of the
brain. The skill-set learned during abacus, although
not always immediately obvious, cannot simply be
substituted with a high tech-calculator or device. In
order to stimulate students' interest in abacus, there is
an annual assessment test or examination for students
to motivate themselves to learn and track the results
of their hard work and training. This year, the CAAA
hosted its 17th annual Abacus and Mental Math
Assessment test. All 20 students passed with high
scores and performed superbly on the examination.
Presently, the Midwest branch is focused
on portraying the abacus to the local community
as a Chinese traditional tool for mathematical
calculations. The original goal of the organization
was to try and pass on the cultural benefit of abacus.
Now, with China becoming a stronger world leader
and the culture becoming more popular in America,
the general population has a newfound interest in
Chinese culture. CAAA has seized the opportunity of
China's novel popularity to try to introduce abacus to
mainstream education. For abacus to be convenient
to learn within generalized curriculum there needs
to be more focus on integrating abacus and its useful
skills into everyday life and taking advantage of its
multi-functional practical utility. There also needs to
be a centralized textbook that is both multi-cultural
and multi-lingual. People should not miss the
opportunity to participate in local activities to spread
the word about this cultural phenomenon. With this,
we hope to expand abacus more into the suburban
areas and spread its influence to more people. -
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Abacus and Mental Math, and, as an
Extension, Learning in General

R FL ~ UEIFEOEIIF R - B R R E (L
AR BTEREZEREER  MRMAIS - 2B
AR —IREBE 78 iBH R R 2 B A (E 2
BRI o WA= R R R 22 BREFE AR A B HL B 2k
HIS TRREET ) BHE ~ LERERIEL  gefFc LU
FREE » EAERIRITEEELR - (—) AL 5 (Z) KR
Z2E o IR EE - BATEE G » B IR ERTA]
G REBHTEIS © AR TS EOK » T g &
BifF LY - BHILITER RAEBANTHEBEE - FRE 17 5
HIEE - H B - AR O EEEE G R Bk A EEE
PEEHEE - H—RIRFEATZLIFF - H LK - QISR
PEER - NERRIZH > H—REEHEGEHEE - HITE
RSB ENMERELFEER  EHBMITEERIFIEE
=1E -

“How does learning abacus and mental math help my child

in school?” This is one of the most common questions asked
by a parent of a child who is beginning to learn abacus and
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mental math (from here on out simply referred to as
mental math) to the teachers. This question along
with others that parents ask regarding the beneficial
aspects of mental math demonstrate that most parents
would wish to know in what way their money for
mental math classes would help their children. The
replies given by most teachers are common, easy
to explain items, such as “mental math helps your
child focus” or “mental math helps your students’
memory”. While applicable to many students
of mental math at higher, advanced levels, these
explanations about why mental math is beneficial
to a child are not universal to every child that learns
mental math. Typically, noticeable improvement in
mental processing and intelligence is only observed
in students that have persisted for many years of
dedicated learning of mental math to achieve a
significantly high level. The issue becomes why
some children are unable to learn mental math to
this degree, while others are. What is the key to how
well a child learns mental math, and does this apply
to learning in general? The resolution to this matter
is how deeply a parent is involved in promoting their
child to persist, to focus, and to improve his/her
ability in learning a topic.

Students’ progression in learning can be
often predicted by the amount of demand the parents
of these students have on the students. It is a general
consensus among teachers of abacus that if the parent
of a child desires that the child achieves in mental
math, the child will likely perform above average.
The reason behind this comes in several forms; for
one, the basis of learning comes from repetition.
To properly learn any subject, whether it’s from
school or in mental math, one would be required to
be reiterate the material numerous times in order
to master what they are learning. However, it is
very difficult for children to be willing to recite the
same material they’ve seen before already. This is
especially the case with mental math where the only
way to improve is to repeatedly do similar problems;
many students express boredom with mental math
after a couple of years of learning.

The main factor that is responsible for the
difference between children that continue learning
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mental math even upon finding boredom of the
subject and those that quit is one of two things: either
the competitiveness of the child, or the involvement
of a parent in demanding the student to perform
well. If a child has a strong competitive nature, then
they would see the performance of fellow students
that are at higher levels and push themselves to
compete with them. This competitiveness would
cause a student to practice and concentrate more
while practicing mental math, resulting in higher
achievement in shorter periods of time. The same
result can be observed from a parent; if the child has
sufficient discipline, the demands of a parent(s) can
be very influential in how much and to what extent a
student practices. The more a parent demands from
a child to improve in mental math, the more likely
the child will practice more often (whether it is by
the will of the child or by force from the parent(s)),
and therefore improve.

If these factors do indeed make or break the
success of a student in learning mental math, then
the logical solution to promote success in children
learning mental math, teachers should explore
ways to utilize them as efficiently as possible. The
former is subjective; a child’s personality cannot
be controlled and therefore this is a variable factor
that the teacher cannot control to a large degree.
The latter, however, has the potential to be largely
influenced by the teacher to promote the success of
the student. The effect of parenting will be discussed
here.

Parental control over the discipline of their
children plays a major role in deciding the success of
the student in mental math. Not all parents, however,
properly discipline their child(ren) to promote long
term consistent practice in mental math. Consider
three cases with three children all in the fourth grade
and at around level 2/level 3 in mental math. Their
progression is slower than the students that reach
the highest levels in mental math, but they are good
examples of how the difference in parenting makes a
significant difference. Two students are at around the
same level at inconsistently passing level 3 during
practice, and one passes level 2 consistently during
practice. Three types of parental involvement are



shown by the parents of these children; no discipline,
little discipline, and strict discipline.

The first child demonstrates the outcome
of when parents do not control their children;
causing them to completely lack discipline. He is
inconsistently passing level 3 is not disciplined by
his parents at all. He is allowed to do whatever he
wants to do at home, and never has to worry about
doing homework. Most of his time is spent playing
video games or watching television; his achievement
to level 3 has been the result of him learning from
an early age. In school, his grades are also suffering
due to the lack of discipline that he has and the lack
of control over him his parents have. He expresses
boredom whenever he is in class and is forced to
practice mental math. The result of his lack of
improvement in mental math has caused him to quit
mental math altogether.

The second child is an example of a child whose
parents display a small amount of control over
how much the child practices. He inconsistently
passes level 3 during practice has a small degree of
discipline and control from his parents. His parents
pressure him to practice, but they do not enforce it.
Therefore, although the child knows that he should be
practicing to improve, he doesn’t do so until the last
minute. The key difference between the second child
and the first is that the second still practices for his
assessment tests when it is almost time for the test.
He still barely passes the next level when he takes

sttt REAR Y

assessment tests, but in the 11 months spent in
between test times he displays little or no sign of
improvement. The second child expresses some
feelings of boredom while practicing, but still desires
to keep learning when asked by his parents. He
started at a later time than the first child, but is now
at a higher level.

The third child’s parents show the ideal level
of parental involvement for the child to improve; a
strict amount of discipline that enforces practice and
improvement. This child is consistently passing level
2 during practice with scores that are near perfect,
and is ready to move up to level 1. Her parents
are deeply involved in enforcing her to practice an
hour daily, and would make sure that she displays
improvement with every week of practice. They are
willing to yell, punish, and dedicate enough of their
own personal time to assist the child in succeeding
whenever it was necessary. This child started later
than the first or second child, and is now at a higher
level than they are, and moving up levels at a much
faster rate than the others.

Clearly it is shown that when a parent is strict
on their child and enforces practice, the child will
tend to perform better than a child whose parents do
not make such demands. One may argue, however,
that this factor is similar to the competitive nature of
a child in that it cannot be controlled by a teacher.
This is indeed the case for some teachers that do
not involve the parents while teaching mental math.
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However, teachers that spend additional time outside
of instructional hours to speak to the parents of the
students would be able to affect the parents’ actions
at home significantly. A teacher should emphasize
to parents the importance of practice at home to
success of the student in mental math. Both teacher
and parent need to realize that an hour a week of
classroom instruction is very insignificant to the
amount of time that the students have outside of
instruction.

Most teachers notify the parents of the students
regarding the importance of practice at home. Too
often, however, they do not adequately promote
the parents to properly ensure the students practice.
Many teachers simply give the students homework
without explaining to the parents about what is to be
expected from them. This would cause the parents
to simply enforce the minimal dedication be shown
because they do not know that they should be having
the students practice more. This is why a teacher
should spend at the very least five minutes of their
instructional time (or five minutes afterwards) to
speak to the parents. Teachers should emphasize
exactly how important it is to practice mental math
at home and how much this affects the students’
progression. Of course, if the students’ parents
refuse to discipline their child and ensuring the child
practices even when a teacher spends time to discuss
the importance of practice, then there is nothing
a teacher can do other than to continue making
attempts to affect the parents.

We return to the question of how mental math
helps students in education outside of mental math.
When considering the argument that mental math
helps increase one’ s mental processing, it can be
observed that students of mental math do not do
particularly better in high school and university level
mathematics than others. If mental math really does
give an increase in mental processing ability, how,
then, would so many children that have never studied
mental math have the same or even better mental
processing prowess than those that have learned
mental math? The method that mental math helps
children does not lie so much in the inherent benefits
that mental math gives to mental processing as it
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is the training to have the dedication and drive to
practice a subject repetitively. To advance in mental
math ability, one must undergo the most fundamental
form of practice of all; repetition of very similar
problems for a long time. The fact that mental math
is so basic in its studying method allows children that
are able to succeed in mental math to do well to learn
in general. If one is able to dedicate enough of their
time to practice such repetitive problems, one would
have no trouble doing the same for schoolwork or
anything else they would need to learn.

As seen above, a major factor in how much a
student practices is the involvement of parents in
pushing the students to do so. It can be argued, then,
that parental involvement helps promote success in

not only the learning of mental math, but learning in
general for any subject. Consider the requirements
to succeed in school; one must do all of his/her
homework, and be willing to review concepts
enough times to get a full understanding to do well
in tests. The ability to do so without complaint is
the main reason why students of mental math tend to
reach and succeed in higher levels of education. If
teachers can understand exactly what they need to
do to promote students to practice more, then we can
help students to achieve in not only learning mental
math, but help them develop good study habits that
would promote success in anything they do. -
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When asked about what the benefits of mental
math are, any teacher or student would initially
and primarily think about benefits that affect a
student's mental processing and schoolwork. The
general responses are "mental math helps students
develop better memory", "mental math helps a
student read faster”, or "mental math helps a child
get better grades in school”. The reasons for this
being the most common answers is quite easily
understandable; mental math and abacus is an

activity involving the use of the mind and only a

small degree to physical activity when using the
abacus. Therefore one would assume that only the
components which are required for success in mental
math would be led to improvement as one practices
mental math. Logic determines that this would
indeed be the case; there is no sensible manner in
which mental math would have a profound effect
on any component of a person's abilities outside of
mental capabilities. Would it be then irrational to
attribute the learning of mental math to playing a
part in the success of one in physical activities such
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as sports? Consider the requirements to do well in
sports; to the general population it is a contest of
strength and physical skill. It is impossible to ignore,
however, the involvement of the psychological
and mental factors that effect and are affected by
participation and performance in sports. If this is
put into consideration, the argument can be made
that proficiency in mental math is beneficial to one's
performance in sports due to its affect on sports
psychology.

One who excels in mental math and abacus
is capable of having more likeliness to be motivated
to practice, succeed, and continue in the sport. If
an individual wishes to perform well in any sport,
one must first and foremost have motivation. A
very general term, motivation can be separated
into several subcategories such as the motivation
to practice, the motivation to succeed, and the
motivation to continue with the sport. All three of
these categories can be attributed to aspects of mental
math and abacus that would form a connection
which shows that as one improves in mental math,
one's motivation in sports would increase as well.
Consider the one of the subcategories of motivation;
the motivation to succeed in a sport. In order to
be accomplished in a sport, one must first have the
motivation to become successful. If one does not
have the desire to go above and beyond to excel,
then it is very unlikely for that person to perform
especially well in any given sport. Similarly, for
someone who is sufficiently proficient in mental
math and abacus, that person would be required
to have had the motivation to become a high level
practitioner; the motivation to succeed in abacus.
When that individual is involved in sports, then,
he/she would have experience with motivation to
succeed in something, and therefore be more likely
to be motivated to succeed within the sport.

A similar argument can be said about one's
motivation for continuation of the sport over a long
period of time. When one has been exposed to a
sport for a certain degree of time, there is a certain
amount of repetitiveness involved. One who does
not have motivation to continue with the sport
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would have difficulty sticking to the sport and would
therefore be less likely to succeed due to quitting. To
excel in mental math would be in some ways more
rigorous and demanding in terms of how motivated
one tends to be to continue in order to do better. A
person who has withstood this challenge in mental
math would be more prepared to face it in sports and
physical activities. Finally, there is the motivation
for practice. In the art of abacus and mental math, if
one is to succeed, one must practice consistently and
often, typically on a daily basis. One who achieves
in mental math and abacus will have gone through
this requirement to regularly practice their homework
problems, and will understand what is required of
him/her in order to perform well in the sport.

While the motivation to practice is a portion of
sports psychology that can be seen to be affected by
the performance of one in mental math, practicing in
general is a very broad and all-encompassing aspect
of both mental math and sports. It is for this reason
that rather than singularly affecting one's motivation
to practice a sport, one's success in mental math
affects every aspect of practicing such as planning
out the practice, figuring out methods to practice,
ensuring that practice is providing the correct effects,
etc. The reason for this is because the achievement
of high levels in mental math and abacus is
dependent on one primary factor above and beyond
all others: practice. To do well in mental math, one
must constantly evaluate and reevaluate his/her own
practicing habits and analyze the effects that the
practice actually brings. For example, hypothetically
consider mental math and abacus students who are
seeking to improve; they must first decide in what
way they shall practice in order to benefit most from
it. Factors considered would then include how often
one should practice, the method of practice (timed
limitation or not), what to focus on, what one's goals
are, and so on. If one is lacking in ability in addition/
subtraction, perhaps one would decide to practice
one more page of addition/subtraction than any other
topics in order to get more practice. It does not end
there, however. As professionals in teaching mental
math and abacus, we are well aware that there are



two main factors involved in achieving a high score
on an assessment test: speed and accuracy. One
cannot go without the other in success, and it is for
this reason that the hypothetical student seeking
to improve would be required to practice a certain
way to achieve overall improvement. If a student
is lacking in speed in addition, then he/she must
practice in order to address that issue. The same
could be said for accuracy, and could be applied to
any other issues one might be required to address to
improve.

Practice is required for sports as well, and this
mentality of practicing is exactly the same as it is
for mental math and abacus. In order to properly
practice, one must first and foremost be motivated
to practice. Next, one must address the specifics
of practice such as when and how often one should
practice, what that person should focus on to
improve, and with what method the practice should
be done in order to achieve that result. Consider
the case of an Advanced 5 mental math student who
plays tennis competitively. She plays and practices
about the same amount as any other student that
plays tennis at her level but haven't learned mental
math. The difference lies in the ability of the
student/athlete to formulate practice methods. Often
times, the student/athlete has reported that she is able
to come up with methods to improve tennis that are
only taught by the coach at a later time. She also
analyzes her shots more, figures out the mechanics
of why certain shots result in the way they do, and
does all this with only a small amount of assistance
from the coach. The other athlete who is not a
student in mental math does not understand these
mechanics, and instead just simply plays. Over time,
the student/athlete's skill in tennis slowly but steadily
surpasses that of the other athlete's. In addition, the
student/athlete is a better qualified coach because of
a deeper understanding of the mechanics of tennis as
a result of analysis. Evidently, not only does mental
math help with one's performance in a sport, it also
helps with one's ability to analyze and understand the
specifics of a sport.

Finally, for those who can be considered to
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be "elite” in mental math and abacus that attend
competitions and have achieved some of the
highest accomplishments, mental math helps
with the students' competition mentality to assist
them to succeed in competitions. The feeling
one experiences when he/she is in any form of
competition or at the top of a given ranking system
is an incredible amount of stress. This is especially
the case when one observes mental math and
abacus. Consider the CAAA abacus assessment
test; a certain student achieved Advanced 10 within
three years of the test's introduction in the United
States. At the time Advanced 10 was very difficult
to achieve; it requires an incredibly high amount of
accuracy. Achieving such an amount of accuracy
requires an overwhelming amount of concentration
and focus, and depends less on the level of speed as
the amount of speed required plateaus at a certain
point. Ironically, the sheer amount of pressure of
knowing how accurate one must be deeply interferes
with one's ability to be accurate. However, this
student was able to achieve and overcome this hurdle
by training his mentality during the test to be calm
and to be unaffected by the pressure and achieve
Advanced 10. This student then went on to win first
place in the first international abacus competition
held in China.

In sports, this student participated in archery. In
5 months of practice, he was able to compete at the
top 50 percent of collegiate archers and was one of
the best new archers, others which have practiced
longer than he. This can be attributed to his rigorous
training during those 5 months, however, and not
necessarily due to abacus and mental math. What
does show a correlation, though, is during elimination
matches in the national competition where one archer
competes directly with another. In archery, it is well
known that elimination matches are where archers
face the most amount of pressure in any portion of
competition. Typically, archers shoot a significantly
lower score than their average in less pressured
environments. However, it was during that time that
the student/athlete shot his personal highest score and
won the first match against a higher ranked archer.
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In the second round, the student/athlete
was eliminated by the archer who will
go on to win the competition, but was
able to shoot a very good score without
any signs of being affected by the
pressure. When asked how this student
was give a performance the opposite
of what was expected, an improvement
in scores rather than a decrement, the
student attributed it to the training
he received from his experiences
with abacus and mental math. His
having participated in achieving the
highest level in abacus and winning an
international tournament gave him the
mental game that many archers take up
to a decade to develop. Evidently, one's
experiences as an  “elite” in mental
math and abacus helps archers in their
performance during competition in
sports.

As shown above, mental math can
be directly correlated to one's success
in sports. However, one common
point with the success of mental math
practitioners in sports is that they need
to be at a significantly high enough
level for an effect to be seen. This
is especially the case in competition,
where only the best of the best are able
to benefit significantly in performances
in other activities. Therefore, this
analysis of the correlation between
mental math and sports psychology
cannot be applied to any student of
mental math and abacus. It provides an
interesting analysis, though, that may
allow people to more specifically define
the benefits of learning mental math
and abacus. -
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Learning abacus is definitely not an easy road; just like how
becoming an Olympic swimmer requires hard work and persistence,
abacus requires them too. In a world where calculators and
computers which can perform fast calculations are widespread, it is
understandable as to why the importance of abacus is overlooked.
However, is that really the case? The truth is, abacus provides one



with much more than just fast calculation skills: it
goes beyond that to teach one self-discipline and
determination.

To start out with, abacus and mental math is
an extremely long process. First, one must learn
how to master and perform addition and subtraction
calculations with the abacus. As one becomes
more skilled, he or she moves on to using a paper-
abacus to perform calculations, and slowly branches
off to just using one's fingers. Only after one has
thoroughly mastered addition will he or she be able
to perform multiplication and division operations.
Clearly, abacus is a step-by-step process. Just like
how you cannot run before you learn to walk, one
cannot perform calculations with just his fingers
without learning how to perform calculations with
an abacus and paper abacus. However, to be able
to attain a level at which one is able to perform
calculations mentally with ease is a completely
different matter. It is a process that requires steady
practice.

Throughout my years learning abacus, I've
watched many friends who initially displayed much
interest in learning abacus, but later dropped out
due to the difficulty of improvement. Only a few
were able to reach the top. The main differentiating
point is the self-discipline those students had for
themselves. Indeed, the difficulty of improving in
abacus and mental math rises as one progresses
through the ranks, and an increasing level of
difficulty also means the time one must put into
practice increases.

Initially when | started abacus, the amount of
time needed for practice was trivial; it would be a
couple pages of homework each week that | would
cram the day before class. However as | slowly
progressed, | began to realize that doing the minimal
amount of homework didn't show the improvement
that | wanted. In order to improve, | needed to do
more than the expected and force myself to practice
on a daily basis. I'll admit: it was definitely not an
easy thing to do. Sometimes practice felt dreadful,
and | wanted to skip it at times. However, in the end |
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came to the realization that if I wanted improvement,
I would have to sacrifice something for it.
Self-discipline means that even though one
knows that spending their time playing games or
being with friends may have given them more
pleasure, but they are still willing to push themselves
to their limits, and work on abacus before having
fun. And those were able to continue to rise through
the ranks of abacus learned that self-discipline
from abacus. They understood that to improve, they
were required to spend an increasing amount of
time completing homework and practicing. They
understood that unless they sacrificed their time,
they would not see improvement in return. Although
abacus may not be a necessary skill throughout
one's life, the self-discipline that one learned with
abacus will stay
with someone.
No matter how
difficult the
task, the self-
discipline
learned from
practicing abacus
is an undeniably
important skill
° Il .

them to overcome the challenges they face in the

that will allow

future.

Furthermore, abacus also teaches one to have
determination is what they do. No matter how
talented one may be at mental calculations, those
without the determination and drive to succeed
will never make it to the top. However, what does
determination really mean? Is the “wanting” to
do well enough determination for one to succeed?
Not quite. Determination means that no matter how
difficult the obstacle, one has the willpower to stand
up and face the challenge again. Two years ago when
I had achieved Advanced Level 9 for Mental Math
and was aiming for Advanced Level 10, | practiced
extremely hard for the exam. However on the exam
day, | ended up not doing very well, and actually
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dropping to Advanced Level 8 that year. This was
definitely one of the most difficult obstacles that |
faced. | had thoughts of giving up on mental math,
after seeing my entire year of efforts go to waste.
However after much thought | told myself that it was
only one failure, that | still had chances to try again,
and | decided to continue on my road to achieve
Advanced level 10. After another year of hard work,
my efforts finally paid off and | achieved Advanced
Level 10 the following year.

Clearly throughout my experience with mental
math, | learned that determination in what one
does is definitely one of the most important keys to
success. Talent is important, but talent only takes
one so far. It is the unwavering heart in adversity, the
will to never give up, and the spirit to stand up after
failure that takes one even further. The determination
| learned from practicing mental math is not just
specific to this type of skill. The determination also
applies to a great deal of things, whether it is entering
a competition, pursuing a job, or starting one's own
company, and it is this determination that | learned
from mental math that will help take me farther in
my goals.

International competitions were also an
undeniably important process in my path for
learning abacus. In my first year attending
international competitions, |1 was an arrogant
student who believed that he was one of the best.
I was one of the best students in the U.S., and
| believed this would hold true throughout the

competition. However, on the day of the
competition, my little bubble was shattered.
Competitors from multiple countries including
Taiwan, Korea, China, and Japan attended, and
all of them were much more skilled than | was. I
was no longer the best, but an ant compared to the
crowd. It was then that | realized how sheltered |
had been before attending the competition, and |
understood that to win awards at such a high level
competition required much more effort that | had
put in before. In the following years, | achieved
my goals at these competitions through countless
hours of hard work, and through attending abacus
competitions; | learned to be humble in what
| do, and hold respect for all the other skilled
components that were out there.

To anyone who is serious about learning abacus,
it definitely is a long journey. It is a bumpy road that is
filled with all kinds of challenges. There are times when
you feel as if you're about to give up, when all hope is
lost, and when there’ s no way you can climb back up.
However, those are the times when you get the most out
of learning abacus and mental math, much more than you
ever asked for. When you go through these challenges,
you learn self-discipline, you learn motivation, and
above all, you learn that to succeed there is no easy way
out. The road may be tough now, but ten years from now,
twenty years from now, when you look back at what you
have done before, you'll definitely be thankful for all
the lessons that the struggles in abacus and mental math
have taught you. -
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