
18-year-old
Accelerated Learner and 

Education Disruptor

Tristan Pang

Being “the youngest” has been a 
feature of my life to date and is a 
moniker that sits comfortably with me. 
While my peers are finishing high 
school, I am forging a path toward a 
graduate degree in pure mathematics 
at the University of Oxford.
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Motivated to become a mathematician, my life has been on fast-forward. At 
age twelve, University of Auckland student; age fourteen, university teaching 
assistant and undergraduate researcher; age fifteen, university Maths Club 
president; age 16, Bachelor of Science (Mathematics and Physics) graduate; 
age 17, University of Auckland Kupe Leadership Scholar and Blues Award 
(service and leadership) recipient; age 18, Bachelor of Science (Honours) 
graduate and graduate teaching assistant. I intend to become a PhD holder by 
age 22, then onward to become a postdoctoral, lecturer and professor. 

Alongside my academic path, since the age of nine, I have been featured in 
all types of media due to my numerous volunteer efforts and unique life 
experiences. I have delivered close to a hundred talks including those at the 
World Science Festival in Australia, the Reading Festival in the United Arab 
Emirates, the TEDx talk, the Festival of Education, Auckland Primary Principal 
Association and at various schools and institutions. I am the founder of online 
platform “Tristan’s Learning Hub” and initiative “Gifted Learners Giving 
Back”; and started a monthly radio show “Youth Voices” at Planet FM to 
inspire learning and growth in young people. My ultimate goal is to break the 
global poverty cycle through education.
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Growing up as an independent learner

The current pandemic has put a huge strain on our education system. However, people are now 
starting to realise the importance of learning independently. Remote learning and working 
require self-discipline, determination, goal-setting and time management. Although learning 
from home seems novel for some, it comes naturally to me. In fact, it was a key feature of my 
childhood.

Throughout my childhood, my parents kept on supplying books and stacking them in my 
playroom. I thought of books as my toys, and after playing with my Thomas the Tank Engine or 
Lego sets, I would move on and read some books. My mum had put Year 1 to Year 13 
mathematics curriculum books in my room without expecting me to touch them. I “stumbled” 
across these books and accidentally started my journey into mathematics. By the age of 5, I had 
already finished them and was completing problems intended for 18 year olds.
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The availability of resources and my persistent curiosity is what allowed me to 
become a self-driven learner. At school, I was attending normal classes and 
mingling with peers, but home was where my learning really started. The 
opportunity to explore so many topics without restriction was a defining feature 
of my education.

Three of the key aspects of my academic self-learning are “vertical in-depth 
learning”, “reading around the subject”, and “seeing the bigger picture”.



Vertical in-depth learning

I was only a preschooler when I started reading textbooks and I knew nothing about the 
concept of ‘year levels’. I simply ignored them and kept exploring upwards in a very 
in-depth manner. This meant understanding a maths topic strand by strand, for example, 
geometry, or more specifically, the study of triangles. The strand of triangles starts off 
with a definition of a triangle (a three-sided polygon), then moves to basic theory (internal 
angles add up to 180) and then to trigonometry (cosines etc).

I liken this method to reading a story. When a story is exciting, we keep reading it because 
we want to know what comes next. Because of this excitement, it meant I could finish all 
13 year-level books in a couple of weeks. I then had lots of time to strengthen my 
knowledge and skills on the harder topics. But the way our 
education system works is that the same mathematics topic 
is scattered over a number of years and jumps between topics. 
I know many students who find it hard to relate concepts to 
one another. Who would want to wait until the next school 
year to find out what happens next? Most people prefer to 
enjoy a complete story and achieve a complete ending.
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Reading around the subject

This is a good segue to the second aspect of self-learning, “reading around the subject”. 
Learning by myself meant that I did not have to strictly follow a curriculum and I could explore 
any tangent I wanted. To re-use the example of triangles, I was interested in how triangles 
interact with circles. This led on to a natural way of describing some of the harder trigonometric 
results that are unfortunately taught through rote learning in our schools. Having the time and 
freedom to explore the hidden meaning of things has meant I can now intuitively understand 
subjects in a way that the formal curriculum does not allow for.

Seeing the bigger picture

At 13, I made a video “Tristan’s Learning Parable” to show how
important seeing a big picture in learning is:
 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WEfxE01Ncyo.

That year, I shared my journey on how I unlocked the beauty of 
maths in Tall Poppies, a publication of the New Zealand Association for Gifted Children: 
http://quest-is-fun.org.nz/wp-content/uploads/2014/01/Tristan_Tall-Poppies_March2016pp4-6.
pdf.

It also leads to my insights on “Free-range learning” and “Growth Mindset”: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fL0B54OXWIw
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And finally…

During this global pandemic, it is my hope that students will have more freedom to strengthen 
their understanding on subjects. Schools should embrace and encourage self-learning, and teach 
more soft skills from a young age (like time management and online research) that will help 
them to get there. Universities have always encouraged self-learning, but by the time many 
students arrive at tertiary level study they have already grown accustomed to rote learning. I 
have seen a lot of those struggling university students when I am working as a graduate teaching 
assistant. It is crucial for schools to do something for the students before it’s too late.

 Links:

Gifted Learners Giving Back: https://giftedgivingback.wordpress.com/ 

Planet FM 104.6 “Youth Voices”: https://www.planetaudio.org.nz/youth-voices 

Some interviews and speeches: http://quest-is-fun.org.nz/my-interviews-and-speeches/ 

TVNZ documentary “Brain Boxes”: https://www.tvnz.co.nz/shows/brain-boxes 

Tristan’s Learning Hub: http://tristanslearninghub.org/

TED talk: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sbMKX4J03nY

 Graduation: http://quest-is-fun.org.nz/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/Canvas-Jul-2019.pdf, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pqrnNPoySXY&list=PLtblDZi-ltKaZH4j13okMzQtm1Zh4L3Xf

Free-range Learning and Growth mind-set: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fL0B54OXWIw

Tristan’s Learning Parable: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WEfxE01Ncyo

My journey to unlock the beauty of maths: 
http://quest-is-fun.org.nz/wp-content/uploads/2014/01/Tristan_Tall-Poppies_March2016pp4-6.pdf Tristan: 6 of 6

https://giftedgivingback.wordpress.com/
https://www.planetaudio.org.nz/youth-voices
http://quest-is-fun.org.nz/my-interviews-and-speeches/
https://www.tvnz.co.nz/shows/brain-boxes
https://www.youtube.com/redirect?q=http%3A%2F%2Ftristanslearninghub.org%2F&redir_token=63PkEsgiUMDCGBoajXWfYPU38V18MTU4OTA4NzI5N0AxNTg5MDAwODk3&event=video_description&v=WEfxE01Ncyo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sbMKX4J03nY
http://quest-is-fun.org.nz/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/Canvas-Jul-2019.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pqrnNPoySXY&list=PLtblDZi-ltKaZH4j13okMzQtm1Zh4L3Xf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pqrnNPoySXY&list=PLtblDZi-ltKaZH4j13okMzQtm1Zh4L3Xf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fL0B54OXWIw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WEfxE01Ncyo
http://quest-is-fun.org.nz/wp-content/uploads/2014/01/Tristan_Tall-Poppies_March2016pp4-6.pdf
http://quest-is-fun.org.nz/wp-content/uploads/2014/01/Tristan_Tall-Poppies_March2016pp4-6.pdf

