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Country of Origin:   China.   

Primary language:   Mandarin Chinese
My interviewee Ying grew up in Fuzhou in Fujian Province on the Eastern Seaboard of China on the East China Sea.  This is a large urban area, and a busy seaport.  He attended kindergarten, elementary and middle schools there.  


Click anywhere on the map to go to a web page that discusses Chinese Mathematics.
Questionnaire

What languages do you speak, and from what age did you learn them? Where did you learn to speak them (formally, street, family, etc)? 

Ying is fluent in Mandarin and in a local dialect of Mandarin. He began to learn English when he arrived here at the age of 14.  I find him easy to understand and with a good sense of American humor.  He grew up learning Mandarin Chinese and his local dialect Chinese.  Mandarin was the language taught in the schools.  The dialect is spoken informally at home and on the street.
There are 8 major Chinese dialects, and hundreds of local dialects.   One thing that makes the Chinese dialect situation unique is the fact that all speakers who are literate share a common written language. Thus, while oral forms vary greatly, written symbols can be used to communicate effectively between speakers of different dialects.
When did you come to the U.S. and why? 

Ying arrived in the U.S. in November 2000. His father told him he would have a better future here, with more and better options for himself.
 

Do you plan to return home permanently or remain resident in the U.S? 

Ying plans to remain in the US.  He has been in the Foster Care program and is graduating out of it now that he has come of age.  He is working with the Department of Immigration to get all of his papers in order so that he can become a permanent resident. 

How is the education system basically set up in your home country? 
Schools are part of the public school system.  The schedule is similar to our traditional school year, and school days are the same length.  Typical grades/ages :

 Kindergarten Age 4-5

Elementary     Age 6-11

 Middle            Age 12-14

 High School   Age 15-17

While the schools are free, there is a book fee that can range from 200 to 300 Yuan per child.  This is very high for most people; most families are extended, with 2 or 3 people working and education of the children is a priority so most kids are going to school.

There is a mantra among the parents that they tell the kids: “don’t go to jail; don’t be a street person”.  There’s a huge incentive to go to school to please parents and a big fear among parents that if their child doesn’t go to school, they (the parents) will be shamed.  So, kids go to school.  There is no truancy to speak of.

How is mathematics instructed in your home country? 
Every student has math, starting in first grade.  All students become very capable at basic math skills due to the drilling and practicing accomplished every day throughout the year.  
Incentives to do the work assigned abound in the form of punishment, which includes copying work, extra homework, parents chastised (which brings punishment at home), and in the villages teachers are powerful, backed up by the parents, and will hit students on the palms with sticks or pull their ears. Students can be sent home from school, which is particularly bad for them.  

Students have lots of homework everyday, especially when approaching testing.  However, he said that in China, only the test scores matter, so all the homework can be bad, but if test scores are good, you can still get an A.  Here, day by day grades matter, so you can be an A student in homework and quizzes, but if you get nervous during tests and don’t do well, you can easily flunk a class. 
About his educational experience in China Ying said, “We suffered in China; that’s why I feel it’s so easy in the US.  I’d die if I had to study in China again!”

 

Is there a particular order for learning math in your home country?
Algebra I, Geometry and Algebra II are taught in Middle School (ages 11-14).  High School starts Calculus.  In addition, he said that math here is ‘chopped up’.  Lessons seem out of order.  There, every lesson built a foundation for the next lesson/chapter.  1st year through 6th year, each chapter got harder and each year was more difficult, but it built up and made sense.   Here, he has had trouble with the flow.  Also, what we cover in grades 1-6 here, they covered in 1st and 2nd grades.
 How are mathematical concepts memorized or learned in your home country? (for example, multiplication tables) 

Students are taught to employ memorization and practice, practice, practice.  He never used flash cards (they were not allowed) and had memorized his complete multiplication tables in first grade!  He can do an operation such as 341-142 with his eyes closed.  They practiced this kind of math every day.  He feels that we are lacking this kind of emphasis here, and is amazed that students in high school still have trouble with multiplication.  He felt way ahead of his classmates in math as soon as he entered our school system.
 

What about Order of Operations, thought to be internationally known? In the U.S. we use memorization schemes such as PEMDAS. 

Ying doesn’t recall any particular Order of Ops or memorization schemes.  He said it’s just a matter of practicing over and over.  He did know how to apply the PEMDAS order to an expression I gave him, although he wasn’t employing any rule of memorization that he could tell me.
 

Were you encouraged as a youngster to do math in your head, rather than formally on paper? If so, how was this accomplished or can you give an example? 

Ying was encouraged to do math in his head. 

 

Are there other differences between the U.S. and your home country (especially associated with math) that you’d like to share at this point? 
Ying still has trouble translating between our US standards and metrics (for instance, he is familiar with his weight in Kg and his height meters).  He is still occasionally surprised by our comma before three zeroes, vs. his comma before four zeroes.  
Also, China still recognizes its traditional lunar calendar, which is followed by farmers.  His parents also know this calendar.  Major events are figured on the lunar calendar, such as the Fall Full Moon festival and other full moon events throughout the year.  In this calendar, the full moon always falls exactly in the middle of the month.
As far as religion goes, China is the penultimate Atheistic country; Ying asked, “Who the heck are this God and Jesus?!” after he’d been here a short time.  There is some polytheism in China and he was aware growing up that there are spirits, but this was de-emphasized.
A Brief Description of the Chinese Number System

I have copied the following discussion of Chinese characters in its entirety from the website: http://www.mandarintools.com/numbers.html  I did this because this gives much more detail than Yang and I got into when we had our conversation.  

It is a good page with a converter applet built-in which will convert any Hindu-Arabic number into its Chinese equivalent. The red-highlighted ‘Simplified’ system is the system that Ying told me about and showed me.  I’ve highlighted in red the points of interest in the article that Ying and I discussed.
	
	0
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10
	100
	1000
	10000
	1000000

	Traditional
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	Simplified
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	Pinyin
	ling2
	yi1
	er4
	san1
	si4
	wu3
	liu4
	qi1
	ba1
	jiu3
	shi2
	bai3
	qian1
	wan4
	yi4


While China has for many uses adopted the Arabic numeral system familiar around the world, it also still uses its native Chinese character number system. The Chinese system is also a base-10 system, but has important differences in the way the numbers are represented. Chinese has characters for numbers 0 through 9, as seen above. In addition to the character shown above for zero, a simple circle is also used. Pronunciation for the characters uses the standard Romanization scheme in China called "pinyin". The number at the end of the pinyin indicates the tone. 

Eleven in Chinese is "ten one". Twelve is "ten two", and so on. Twenty is "Two ten", twenty-one is "two ten one" (2*10 + 1), and so on up to 99. One-hundred is "one hundred". One-hundred and one is "one hundred zero one". One hundred and eleven is "one hundred one ten one". Notice that for eleven alone, you only need "ten one" and not "one ten one", but when used in a larger number (such as 111), you must add the extra "one". One thousand and above is done in a similar fashion, where you say how many thousands you have, then how many hundreds, tens, and ones. An exception to this is for zeroes. When a zero occurs in the number (except at the end), you need to say "zero", but only once for two or more consecutive zeroes. So one-thousand and one would be "one thousand zero one", where zero stands in for the hundreds and tens places.
     When you get to ten-thousand, Chinese has a new word (wan4), unlike English where you must use a compound of ten and thousand. Only after ten thousand does Chinese start using compounds itself. One-hundred thousand is "one ten wan4" (where wan4 is the Chinese word for ten-thousand that English lacks). Chinese goes on like this until 100 million (yi4), where it introduces another new character. This happens every four decimal places, unlike American English where it happens every three decimal places (thousand, million, billion, trillion, etc. are all separated by three decimal places). 

     Regular Chinese characters for numbers use relatively few strokes. The characters for one, two, and three are just one, two and three parallel horizontal strokes, respectively. To prevent fraud when writing checks and other cases where fraud is possible, Chinese also uses a series of more complex characters for the numbers. It is easy to change a "one" into a "two" in regular characters, but with the formal complex characters, this is impossible. See above for a listing of the equivalent formal characters. 

     As in English, one can also abbreviate a number by just listing the digits with the tens, hundreds, thousands, etc. omitted (as the web counter below does). 

     When talking about amounts, sometimes a variant of two is used in the hundred-million, ten-thousand, thousand, or hundreds place: [image: image32.png]


(liang3). It is never used in the tens place. Sometimes when used as an amount it can also replace two alone. 

     Shorthand characters also exist for twenty and thirty and are often used in newspapers, especially in dates. These are [image: image33.png]


(nian4) for twenty and [image: image34.png]


(sa4) for thirty. 

     To express fractions and percents, Chinese uses the denominator followed by the two characters [image: image35.png]el
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(fen1 zhi1, "parts of"), followed by the numerator. So two-thirds would be "three fen1zhi1 two". In the case of percents, you would say "hundred fen1zhi1 amount", e.g. the way to say 63% is "hundred fen1zhi1 six ten three". When used in percents, just say hundred and not "one hundred". 

The decimal point is expressed with the character [image: image37.png]


(dian3). 

