




teach to use this. I teach in a middle school, and I’m going to take these to work with me 

during summer school for the kids to solve and continue to do it in the next school year.” 

 

This is exactly what the partners want to hear. "Our hope is that cognitive ability, when 

presented properly, will make a comeback," Corlija says. "Basic math skills have largely been 

lost. I see it on a regular basis. There are now two or three generations that do not know how 

to solve basic equations.”  

 

Numbers are not abstractions 

Corlija says that people forget numbers are not abstract but often very tangible things -- a 

car payment, an insurance premium, a payroll deduction, a test answer – for which mental 

calculation is essential. "You don't have all week in real life or in professional-level tests like 

the MCAT or LSAT to solve a problem," he says. "In those tests, you have maybe 90 seconds. 

To do well on tests, being able to keep cognitive patterns in your head has to become second 

nature." 

Let's look at a typical "Mental Math" puzzle:  

 

Mental Math puzzle 

 

If, like some of us, you avoided math like the plague, how do you go about figuring out the 

answer? 

 

The order of operations dictates that you work left to right and that multiplication and 

division always comes before addition and subtraction, but after removing parenthesis and 

simplifying exponents.  

 

Got it? 

 

Corlija there's an easy way to keep this straight: “Please Excuse My Dear Aunt Sally”, a 

mnemonic device that stands for the order of “parentheses, exponents, multiply, divide, add, 

subtract.” 

 

Forget mom's advice 

Corlija, originally from the St. Louis area, graduated from the University of Missouri-Columbia 



with a degree in nuclear medicine. He then worked as a research chemist for the Department 

of Veteran’s Affairs but says he would go home and read finance magazines, not magazines in 

his field. "I realized I was passionate about business and finance, not nuclear chemistry. So 

one day I said to myself, 'If this is what you are interested in, this is what you should do!’ " 

 

Which he did, earning an MBA from William Woods University in 1999. In the meantime, he 

had switched day jobs and was working as an analytical chemist for the Missouri Department 

of Natural Resources testing drinking water. He received his master's degree in personal 

financial planning from the University of Missouri-Columbia in 2006. 

 

Diane Schuyler, then teaching for the college, encouraged Corlija to try teaching as an 

adjunct in 2006. Corlija says he immediately knew that teaching was what he was born to do. 

 

"You have to do what you love," says Corlija. "You know the advice your mother, other people 

tell you, to go study something practical, something in demand? Forget it. Study something 

you love, if you don’t love what you do you’ll never be good at it. Do something that makes 

you happy … In life, you have to go out there and try something different. Take a risk." 

 










