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 How do sugarcane laborers calculate?  

Exploring the mathematics of the locals 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
The sugarcane laborers of Negros Occidental are clusters of workers who were organized due to the demand for labor 
force in the sugar industry. These sugarcane laborers usually come from different places in the region and were gathered 
for the purpose of tilling and cultivating the soil for the hacienderos or the landowners. This group of people coming from 
the different places in the Visayas began to create a community, and gradually developed their own beliefs and practices. 
These beliefs and practices that they developed are often influenced by the culture of the place where they were originally 
from that blended with the culture of their present locality. This convergence, consequently, led to the development of a 
new community. With the adaptation to this new community, people began to create a new set of knowledge and skills 
which is somehow influenced by their previous culture, hence, the indigenous knowledge and skills of these people may 
not be considered indigenous in a more strict sense, but had served as a local knowledge that makes communication and 
understanding among them possible. Alongside with this development of indigenous knowledge is the development of 
knowledge and skills in mathematics.  

Findings from the study of Yonson (2017) show that these sugarcane laborers have developed their own community-based 
mathematics, which enable them to perform their daily lives with ease in relation to numeracy. The salient findings of this 
study are outlined below: 

This policy brief presents the indigenous knowledge of sugarcane laborers in mathematics. 

Yonson (2017) reported that sugarcane laborers have developed and used mathematical 

concepts and skills that are specifically based on the context of their community. With the 

call of the Department of Education to contextualize learning in the K-12 curriculum, this 

study has potential implications in making mathematics education more relevant and 

responsive to local communities.       
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Multilingualism of mathematics. Sugarcane laborers speak of numbers in four different languages (Spanish-inspired, 
Hiligaynon, Visayan, and English). The terminologies used in sugarcane farming is heavily influenced by Spanish language, 
especially with speaking numerals. Hiligaynon is also largely used by them in speaking small numbers alongside with 
Visayan language since some of the laborers came from Visayan-speaking regions, but they sometimes switch to Spanish-
inspired manner of speaking large numbers. English have been influencing their manner of speaking numbers too, this is 
due to the fact that some were able to go to school while some might have acquired it from different media sources.  

The love of five. Numbers, as used in counting, is mostly evident in their counting of sugarcane cuts locally known as 
patdan. Sugarcane laborers developed the technique of clumping five (5) sugarcane cuts and count it as one. For instance, 
if they counted 100 clumps that means that there are 500 sugarcane cuts in all. For them not to miss counting, they would 
put a marker which they call tubong until they counted all the sugarcane cuts.  

Computation skills. Sugarcane laborers seldom write. Most of them did not go to school when they were younger; hence, 
they would do computations mentally. Sugarcane laborers goes back to expanding numbers mentally when they compute. 
Having used to compute numbers mentally rather than writing, their mental computation was quite impressive. 

The role of estimates. Since it was found out in this study that the sugarcane laborers do not usually write, the findings 
that they like estimating numbers to whole is quite relevant. Sugarcane laborers are fond of estimate and they usually 
close deals in whole numbers usually for convenience in computing their share or salary. 

The use of non-standard measurement. Despite of the limited access to standard measurement, sugarcane laborers are 
able to build houses, make  furniture, or perform other numeracy-related chores through the use of non-standard 
measurements such as dangaw (hand span from the tip of the thumb to the tip of the pinky finger extended), balangit 
(hand span from the tip of the thumb to the tip of the point finger extended), dupa (length of the extended arms  from 
the tip of the middle finger to the tip of the other), litsi (a canful), gantang (nine canfuls), and talaksan (any object used 
as reference measure).  

The foregoing findings are still existing and are still being used in the community of sugarcane laborers. Though the 
formalization of mathematics education in school might paved the way for a more progressive teaching of mathematics, 
learning this indigenous knowledge could potentially bridge the gap between school mathematics and ‘local’ mathematics; 
hence, the following are recommended for policy and practice: 

1. The teaching of indigenous knowledge and skills in mathematics should be intensified in schools, so that the learner 
would find the concepts of mathematics learned in school relevant and responsive to their daily life in the community. 
Moreover, parents of the learners who are sugarcane laborers may also find connection to what they know and what 
are taught to their children. In this sense, parents can assist their children in understanding mathematics. 

2. This study could serve as supplemental material in the instructional delivery of mathematics in kindergarten to third 
grade as the Department of Education encourages the use of mother tongue-based multilingual education in the 
formative years. 

3. While the present curriculum is already contextualizing mathematics education, learning materials should also be 
developed reflecting the context of the learners such as community-specific materials.  

4. The current research delves into ethnomathematics of sugarcane laborers. It would be interesting to conduct similar 
studies on ethnomathematics of the fisherpersons, barter dealers, local carpenters and the likes.  
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