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Problem solving has enjoyed a prominent place in mathematics education for
centuries.
The Nine Chapters of the Mathematical Art is an anonymous mathematical
work that originated in China more than 2000 years ago. This work consists
of 246 problems which have been organised into nine sections or chapters.
It is a major landmark in the history of mathematics in China. An English
translation was produced by Kangshen, Crossley, and Lun in 1999. The main
aim of this presentation is to offer an overview of this book by discussing a
selection of problems from the text.
What can we learn about teaching mathematics through problem solving
from the Nine Chapters? A stated aim of the Australian Curriculum is to
promote intercultural understanding as a general capability in our students:
“In the Australian Curriculum, students develop intercultural understanding
as they learn to value their own cultures, languages and beliefs, and those of
others” (ACARA, 2016). Clearly this can be done through subjects such as
languages, history, music, politics, and art.
Mathematics can also play its part in this national endeavour. Studying
mathematics from other cultures and civilisations is another way to increase
the interest of our students in those cultures. The study of mathematics,
especially ancient mathematics, is an avenue to promoting understanding of
those cultures.
For example, it has often been debated whether Pythagoras’ theorem was
established in ancient China before or after it was established in ancient
Greece. Instead our students should be impressed that this result flowered,
seemingly independently, in these ancient cultures. This engenders interest
in — and respect for — those cultures.
The Nine Chapters provides mathematics students with wonderful insight
into the culture of ancient China.


