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The evolution of mathematical pedagogy has witnessed a remarkable resurgence in ancient computational tools, 

most notably the Japanese Soroban abacus. While modern digital calculators provide instant results, they often 

bypass the cognitive development necessary for a deep, intuitive understanding of number theory and arithmetic 

logic. The Abacus Mind Math Instruction Book Level 1, produced by the SAI Speed Math Academy, serves as a

foundational pillar for students, parents, and educators aiming to bridge the gap between physical calculation and

high-speed mental arithmetic. This article provides an exhaustive technical analysis of the Level 1 curriculum, the

mechanics of the Soroban, and the pedagogical framework required to achieve mastery in mental math.

The Theoretical Framework of Mental Abacus (Anzan)

Mental abacus, or Anzan, is the process of performing calculations by visualizing a physical abacus in the mind's

eye. Unlike traditional rote memorization or vertical arithmetic taught in standard primary schools, the abacus

utilizes a visuospatial representation of numbers. This method engages both the left hemisphere (logical

processing) and the right hemisphere (visual-spatial processing) of the brain.

In the Level 1 stage, the primary objective is to transition the student from physical bead manipulation to a stable 

internal mental image. The instruction focuses on Addition without Carryover and Subtraction without 

Borrowing. By eliminating the complexity of carrying and borrowing in the initial stages, the curriculum allows the 

student to focus entirely on the fingering techniques and the place value system of the Soroban.

Anatomy and Mechanics of the Soroban Abacus

To understand the Level 1 instruction, one must first master the hardware. The Soroban is a rectangular frame 

divided by a horizontal reckoning bar. Unlike the Chinese Suanpan (which uses a 2:5 bead ratio), the Japanese 

Soroban utilizes a 1:4 bead ratio, which is optimized for the decimal system.

•  The Frame: The outer boundary that holds the rods in place.

•  The Reckoning Bar: The horizontal divider. Beads are only counted when they are moved toward this bar.

•  Heavenly Beads: The single bead on each rod above the bar, representing a value of 5.

•  Earthly Beads: The four beads on each rod below the bar, each representing a value of 1.

•  Rods/Columns: Each rod represents a power of ten (ones, tens, hundreds, etc.).

The technical efficiency of the Soroban lies in its ability to represent any number from 0 to 9 on a single rod using

only five beads. For example, the number 7 is represented by lowering one heavenly bead (5) and raising two

earthly beads (2).

Level 1 Curriculum Breakdown: Foundations of Calculation

The Abacus Mind Math Instruction Book Level 1is structured to move a beginner from zero knowledge to the

proficient manipulation of numbers within the 1 to 99 range. The curriculum is meticulously divided into several

modules:



1. Basics of Abacus and Number Representation

Before any operations occur, students must learn the "Clear Abacus" position (all heavenly beads up, all earthly

beads down) and the correct pencil-holding technique. The pencil is held in the palm using the pinky and ring

finger, leaving the thumb and index finger free to manipulate beads. This allows the student to write answers

immediately without dropping the tool.

2. The Fingering Algorithm

Efficiency in abacus math is dictated by strict fingering rules. Level 1 introduces these fundamental movements:

•  Thumb: Exclusively used for moving earthly beads UP (addition of 1, 2, 3, or 4).

•  Index Finger: Used for moving earthly beads DOWN (subtraction) and moving heavenly beads UP or DOWN 

(addition and subtraction of 5).

3. Addition and Subtraction without Carryover

This technical phase involves "Direct Addition" and "Direct Subtraction." If the required beads are available on the

rod, they are moved directly. For example, in the operation 2 + 2, the student simply uses the thumb to move two

earthly beads up, followed by another two earthly beads.

The Technical Logic of the "5 Exchange" Concept

A core component of the Level 1 instruction is the 5 Exchange Concept, often referred to as "Small Friends." This

is the first level of complexity introduced when direct addition is not possible. The 5 Exchange occurs when the

earthly beads are insufficient to complete an addition, but the heavenly bead (5) is available.

The mathematical formula for the 5 Exchange in addition is: +n = +5 - (5-n).

Table 1: The 5 Exchange (Small Friends) Matrix



Target Operation Bead Logic (The Rule) Mental Verbalization

+4 Add 5, Subtract 1 "Add 5, take away 1"

+3 Add 5, Subtract 2 "Add 5, take away 2"

+2 Add 5, Subtract 3 "Add 5, take away 3"

+1 Add 5, Subtract 4 "Add 5, take away 4"

Similarly, the subtraction exchange follows the formula: -n = -5 + (5-n). For example, to subtract 4 when only a 5-

bead is active, the student subtracts the 5-bead and adds back 1 earthly bead.

Instruction Book vs. Workbook: A Structural Comparison

The SAI Speed Math Academy system differentiates between the Instruction Book and the Workbooks.

Understanding this distinction is vital for effective implementation.



Feature Instruction Book (Level 1) Workbooks (1 of 2 &amp; 2 of 2)

Primary Audience Teachers, Parents, Self-Learners Students / Practitioners

Content Type Theory, Concepts, Pedagogy, Step-by-
Step Guides

Practice Problems, Drills, Timed Tests

Objective Explanation of "How" and "Why" Muscle Memory and Speed 
Development

Key Topics 5 Exchange, Dictation Methods, Mind 
Math Transition

Single-digit and Double-digit 
Repetitive Practice

The Role of Dictation and Mind Math Transition

Dictation is a technical training method where an instructor calls out numbers at increasing speeds. This forces the 

student to process auditory information and translate it into tactile bead movements instantaneously. In Level 1, 

dictation serves as the bridge to Mind Math.

Transitioning to Mental Visualization

Once a student can perform physical calculations without hesitation, the Abacus Mind Math Instruction Book 

Level 1 introduces "Air Abacus" or mental visualization. The steps are as follows:

1.  Physical Manipulation: Solving problems on the actual Soroban.

Step-by-Step Implementation Guide for Educators

To successfully guide a student through Level 1, the following procedural workflow is recommended:

Phase I: Tactile Familiarization (Weeks 1-2)

Focus entirely on the physical abacus. Ensure the student can represent any number from 1 to 100 instantly.

Practice the "Clear" motion until it is a reflex. Correct any posture or grip issues immediately, as these become

bottlenecks for speed later on.

Phase II: The Concept of 5 (Weeks 3-6)

Introduce the heavenly bead. Spend significant time on the Small Friends (5 Exchange). A common failure point is

the student trying to count the earthly beads individually rather than using the exchange rule. Use the Instruction

Book's examples to demonstrate why the exchange is faster.

Phase III: Introduction of Dictation (Weeks 7-10)

Begin with three-row addition (e.g., 2 + 1 + 1). Gradually increase to five and ten rows. Use a metronome or a

steady beat to maintain a consistent speed. This builds the "rhythm" of calculation.

Phase IV: The Mental Shift (Weeks 11-14)

Dedicate the last ten minutes of every session to Mind Math. Start with very simple direct addition (1 + 1 + 1)

mentally. The goal is clarity of the mental image, not speed at this stage.

Common Operational Challenges and Solutions

Even with high-quality instruction books, students often encounter specific hurdles in Level 1. Technical writers and



educators should be aware of these common failure modes:

•  Bead Sliding: If the abacus is not flat on the table, beads may slide due to gravity, causing errors. Solution: 

Ensure a high-quality abacus with proper tension is used.

•  Confusion between Index and Thumb: Students often default to using the index finger for everything. Solution: 

Rigid adherence to the "Thumb for Up, Index for Down" rule during the first month.

•  Losing the Place Value: When moving to two-digit numbers, students may accidentally add tens to the ones 

column. Solution: Use abacuses with marked unit rods (dots on the reckoning bar) to anchor the ones column.

•  Mental Image Fading: In Mind Math, the student "loses" the beads mid-calculation. Solution: Revert to 

physical manipulation for three problems, then attempt one mental problem.

Mathematical Precision and Accuracy Validation

In the context of the Level 1 Instruction Book, accuracy is prioritized over speed. The system encourages students 

to verify their work using the Reverse Operationmethod. If a student performs 14 + 5 = 19, they are taught to

immediately perform 19 - 5 to see if they return to 14. This reinforces the bidirectional nature of arithmetic and

ensures the 5-exchange logic is sound.

Broader Cognitive Implications of Level 1 Mastery

The completion of Abacus Mind Math Level 1is more than just a mathematical milestone; it is a cognitive

recalibration. By mastering addition and subtraction without carryover, and the foundational 5-exchanges, students

develop:

•  Enhanced Concentration: The need to hold a mental image while performing operations requires intense 

focus.

•  Photographic Memory: The right-brain visualization of the abacus stimulates the ability to remember patterns 

and sequences.

•  Numerical Fluency: Numbers cease to be abstract symbols and become tangible objects that can be 

manipulated.

As the student progresses toward Level 2 (which introduces the "10 Exchange" or Big Friends), the foundations laid

in Level 1—specifically the fingering discipline and the 5-exchange logic—become the critical infrastructure upon

which complex multiplication and division will eventually sit. The SAI Speed Math Academy's structured approach

ensures that no gaps are left in this foundational knowledge, providing a robust guide for anyone looking to excel in

the art of mental math through the Japanese Soroban.

By treating the abacus not merely as a tool, but as a system of logic, the Level 1 Instruction Book empowers the

user to move beyond the limitations of standard arithmetic. The transition from physical beads to mental

calculations marks the beginning of a journey toward mathematical proficiency that is both profound and enduring.

Whether for a child seeking to build confidence or an adult looking to sharpen cognitive faculties, the Level 1

framework remains the gold standard in abacus education.
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