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How Can Five Beads Represent 0 through 9? 

From reading my previous writing, you might have already noticed that each column of the abacus has five beads. So the 

question is: how can five beads represent numbers 0, 1 etc. through 9? 

To answer the question all you need is pay attention to the divider wall or bar, with the columns above the bar having 

one bead only each, and the columns below the bar having four beads each. (The only exceptions are the three columns 

each of which contains only one single bead. As I explained before, these three single red beads are there to designate 

negative numbers and you can ignore them for now.) When Chinese invented the abacus, and this was the ingenious 

part, they designated the value of the bead above the bar as a 5. With that special bead, they only needed five beads to 

represent any values 0 through 9. Because: 

0 = 0 (no bead is moved next to the bar) 

1 = 1 (with one bead below the bar moved next to the bar) 

2 = 1 + 1 (with two beads below the bar moved next to the bar) 

3 = 1 + 1 + 1 (with three beads below the bar moved next to the bar) 

4 = 1 + 1 + 1 + 1 (with four beads below the bar move next to the bar) 

5 = 5 (with the bead above the bar moved next to the bar with all other beads pushed back away from the bar) 

6 = 5 + 1 (with the bead above the bar moved next to the bar and one bead below the bar moved next to the bar) 

7 = 5 + 2 (with the bead above the bar moved next to the bar and two beads below the bar moved next to the bar) 

8 = 5 + 3 (with the bead above the bar moved next to the bar and three beads below the bar moved next to the bar) 

9 = 5 + 4 (with the bead above the bar moved next to the bar and four beads below the bar moved next to the bar) 

How Is the Value 10 Represented? 

When we add one more, because there is no more bead left in the first digit column, which has the place value of 1, 

because all the beads there are used, then we have a carry of one, meaning, we add one to the next digit higher up and 

pushed all the beads in the column of the first digit back away from the bar.  

Do the operations begin to make sense now? All the terms a math teacher wants the students to understand and get 

familiar with come into play now: value, carry, digit, first digit, digit higher up, etc. They become no longer abstract or 

empty terms. With an abacus, the students understand them immediately, because the students get hand-on 

experiences with them while their fingers are interacting with the moving abacus beads. 

The following pictures show you all the numbers from 0 all the way to 10. 
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Figure 3: representing 2 -- two beads below the bar 

 

  

Figure 1: representing 0 -- no bead is moved next to the bar Figure 2: representing 1 -- one bead below the bar 

Figure 4: representing 3 -- three beads below the bar 

Figure 5: representing 4 -- four beads below the bar Figure 6: representing 5 -- one bead above the bar 
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Figure 9: representing 8 -- one bead above and three beads below the 
bar 

 

 
Figure 11: representing 10 -- one bead below the bar in the next higher 
or the 10’s digit. 

 

 

Figure 7: representing 6 -- one bead above and one bead 
below the bar 

Figure 8: representing 7 -- one bead above and two beads 
below the bar 

Figure 10: representing 9 -- one bead above and four beads 
below the bar 
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In the next chapter, we will do more fun stuff with our Texas Style Abacus. But before I let you go, let’s do one thing 

more: 

Use your calculator (Yes, an abacus is a calculator!) to represent the birthday of the United States of America: (Wait! Do 

not look at the answer first. Work on you own and then compare your answer with mine.) 

 

Figure 12: see how proudly the birthday of the United States of American – 7-4-1776 – is displayed on this Texas abacus! 

Until next time, have fun! Bye! 


