
Evidence From Papua New Guinea And
Oceania History Of Mathematics Education
Mathematics education plays a crucial role in the development of a society. It
equips individuals with the necessary skills to solve complex problems, think
critically, and make informed decisions. The history of mathematics education in
Papua New Guinea and Oceania is rich and diverse, showcasing the evolution
and unique approaches to teaching this fundamental subject. In this article, we
will explore the evidence from Papua New Guinea and Oceania's history of
mathematics education, shedding light on its growth, challenges, and impact.

The Beginnings of Mathematics Education in Papua New Guinea
and Oceania

The origins of mathematics education in Papua New Guinea and Oceania can be
traced back to the traditional practices and knowledge systems of indigenous
communities. Cultures across the region had their own numerical systems, which
were used for various purposes such as trade, navigation, and measuring time.
These numerical systems formed the basis of early mathematical thinking.

With the arrival of European settlers and missionaries, the education landscape in
Papua New Guinea and Oceania underwent significant changes. The colonial
rulers introduced Western mathematics teaching methodologies, which aimed to
standardize the way mathematics was taught in schools. This shift marked the
beginning of formal mathematics education in the region.
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Challenges and Adaptations in Mathematics Education

Mathematics education in Papua New Guinea and Oceania faced numerous
challenges throughout its history. One of the primary challenges was the
language barrier. As the colonial powers imposed their languages on the region,
indigenous communities had to learn mathematics in a foreign language. This
posed difficulties in understanding and grasping mathematical concepts.

However, over time, educators in Papua New Guinea and Oceania recognized
the need for adapting mathematics education to the local context. They
introduced bilingual teaching methods, incorporating local languages alongside
English or French. This approach helped bridge the language gap and made
mathematics more accessible to students, leading to improved understanding
and engagement.

The Role of Culture in Mathematics Education

Culture plays a vital role in shaping mathematics education in Papua New Guinea
and Oceania. Indigenous communities have rich mathematical practices deeply
embedded in their cultures. Recognizing the value of cultural knowledge,
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educators have incorporated traditional mathematical techniques, storytelling,
and visual representations into the curriculum.

For instance, in Papua New Guinea, the use of shell money, a traditional form of
currency, is integrated into mathematics lessons to teach concepts of addition,
subtraction, and trading. This approach not only enhances students'
mathematical skills but also fosters cultural pride and appreciation for their
heritage.

Impact on Students and Future Directions

The evidence from Papua New Guinea and Oceania's history of mathematics
education showcases its positive impact on students. By combining Western
methodologies with indigenous practices, educators have created a more
inclusive and engaging learning environment. Students who have been exposed
to culturally relevant mathematics education have shown increased interest,
motivation, and improved academic performance.

Looking ahead, the future of mathematics education in Papua New Guinea and
Oceania looks promising. The inclusion of local knowledge systems and cultural
practices will continue to enhance the teaching and learning of mathematics. With
advancements in technology, educators can also leverage digital tools and
interactive platforms to make mathematics more interactive and accessible to all
students.

The history of mathematics education in Papua New Guinea and Oceania
demonstrates the power of embracing cultural diversity and incorporating
indigenous knowledge systems into teaching practices. By recognizing the unique
mathematical traditions of the region, educators have created an inclusive and
culturally relevant learning environment. The evidence suggests that such an



approach not only enhances students' mathematical skills but also nurtures their
pride in heritage and fosters a deeper understanding of the subject. As the region
continues to evolve, further advancements in mathematics education hold great
promise for the future generations of Papua New Guinea and Oceania.
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This unique volume presents an ecocultural and embodied perspective on
understanding numbers and their history in indigenous communities.  The book
focuses on research carried out in Papua New Guinea and Oceania, and will help
educators understand humanity's use of numbers, and their development and
change. The authors focus on indigenous mathematics education in the early
years and shine light on the unique processes and number systems of non-
European styled cultural classrooms. This new perspective for mathematics
education challenges educators who have not heard about the history of number
outside of Western traditions, and can help them develop a rich cultural
competence in their own practice and a new vision of foundational number
concepts such as large numbers, groups, and systems. Featured in this
invaluable resource are some data and analyses that chief researcher Glendon
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Angove Lean collected while living in Papua New Guinea before his death in
1995.

Among the topics covered:

The diversity of counting system cycles, where they were established, and
how they may have developed.

A detailed exploration of number systems other than base 10 systems
including: 2-cycle, 5-cycle, 4- and 6-cycle systems, and body-part tally
systems.

Research collected from major studies such as Geoff Smith's and Sue
Holzknecht’s studies of Morobe Province's multiple counting systems, Charly
Muke's study of counting in the Wahgi Valley in the Jiwaka Province, and
Patricia Paraide's documentation of the number and measurement
knowledge of her Tolai community.  

The implications of viewing early numeracy in the light of this book’s
research, and ways of catering to diversity in mathematics education.

In this volume Kay Owens draws on recent research from diverse fields such as
linguistics and archaeology to present their exegesis on the history of number
reaching back ten thousand years ago.  Researchers and educators interested in
the history of mathematical sciences will find History of Number: Evidence from
Papua New Guinea and Oceania to be an invaluable resource. 
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