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Get started
TThis method of multiplication is often referred to as the Japanese method, but no 
one seems certain that it actually originated in Japan. Some think it may have acquired 
that name because the way it’s set down makes it resemble Japanese letter characters 
and numbers. It is also called stick or line multiplication. The method tends to work 
better when multiplying smaller digits, otherwise the amount of counting involved can 
become a bit, well… tedious.

Phase 1: 
Multiplying two digit numbers. Let's try a simple example:  
23 x 12. (See Figure 1)
 
 a) Using one colour, draw sets of parallel lines to represent each 
digit of the rst number to be multiplied (multiplicand) i.e. 23. 
  b) Using a second colour, draw sets of parallel lines 
(perpendicular to the rst set of parallels) corresponding to 
each digit of the second number (multiplier) i.e. 12. 
 c) With a third colour (red is good) put dots where each line 
crosses another line. This is called an intersection. 
 d) Put a loop around the intersections on the top left-hand side 
and the bottom right-hand side.
  e) Put a loop around those intersections that remain in the 
middle. 
 f) Starting on the right-hand side, add up the coloured dots in 
each ring moving from right to left, so that’s 6 units, 7 tens and 2 
hundreds, to give the answer 276.
 
Continues on page 2

How are you at multiplying two and three-digit numbers? Not great? Then congratulations! This is your lucky day! This highly 
visual multiplication method is great because it doesn’t require you to remember your times tables. Instead you just need to 
know how to count and draw simple parallel lines. Once you’re familiar with the method, try teaching it to someone else in 
your household. 

You will need
– Paper 

– Ruler

– Pencil

– Colouring pencils or felt tips

Your mission

O   1-2 hours
Independent learning
Difficulty: VVVVV

Learning objectives
– Learn how to multiply two and three-digit numbers using a visual method

– Compare this method with others you have used. What works best for what task?

Try the Japanese method 
of multiplication…
(which may or may not have originated in Japan)

AQUiLA  Japan issue activity



Things to think about

r Why does this method work so successfully?

r What are the advantages and disadvantages of the line method 
compared to others you’ve tried? How do all of these compare with the 
format for long multiplication you use at school or at home? Which do 
you like the best? Does your answer depend on the sum in question? 

Phase 2:
Multiplying three-digit numbers. Now let’s try multiplying three-digit 
numbers, say 321 x 123. This time more counting of intersections is needed. 

 a) Start by repeating the method in phase 1, up to and including step c.
 b) Put a loop around the intersections on the top left-hand side and on the 
bottom right-hand side, then three loops in the middle. 
  c) Start counting from the right-hand side. 

In one ring, the third from the right, 14 intersections are shown. The 4 
remains with that ring. The 1 is carried into the next ring to the left, and 
added to the 8 to make 9, giving a nal answer of 39483.

Phase 3:
Accommodating zeros. In Figures 3 and 4 both multiplications include a 
zero in the numbers. 

IIn Figure 3, 14 x 20, the zero is shown with a red line. The intersections on 
this red zero line are not counted, but the zero does need to be placed on 
the right-hand side of the answer to push the other digits over one place to 
the left. Doing this will give the correct place value, and an answer of 280. 

IIn Figure 4, 102 x 23, the zero is again shown with a red line. This time it 
splits the central loop into two parts and two separate digits. Remember to 
count the right side of this loop rst. This will give a correct nal answer of 
2346.

Phase 4:
Try these sums:
12 x 32
31 x 2231 x 22
21 x 33
333 x 212
30 x 222

Try teaching this method to someone else in your household. 
Remember to be patient!
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