How to do an American Mah Jongg Card Review 
A card review is more than a hands-on walkthrough. At its best, it helps players understand how to approach the card, interpret what it is asking of them, and make more confident decisions as the game unfolds. Because every instructor sees the game, plays it, and teaches it differently, effective card reviews will naturally vary in voice and emphasis.
Before sharing insights with players, the first step is to walk through your own thinking. The OIT Walkthrough is designed to support that process by helping you clarify what you notice, what you believe matters, and how last year’s habits or assumptions may be shaping your perspective. It invites you to articulate your insights in a way that is intentional, grounded, and useful to players.
The OIT Walkthrough is organized into three layers—Orientation, Interpretation, and Transition. Together, they provide a flexible structure for preparing a card review that reflects your experience, supports your teaching style, and remains distinctly your own.
When you think about leading a card review, what feels most important to you?
	



What do you enjoy about card reviews, and what do you find challenging when teaching them?
	



What do your players most often hope a card review will give them?
	




Before You Begin: The OIT Walkthrough
Before you decide what to share with players, it’s worth pausing to steady your own thinking.
Every instructor brings history, preferences, and habits to a new card year. That experience is valuable — but it can also pull you toward familiar conclusions or inherited expectations before you’ve fully taken in what’s actually on the card. The purpose of this step is not to analyze the card for your players, but to help you approach it with clarity.
The OIT lens — Orientation, Interpretation, and Transition — is designed for you, not for your audience. It gives you a way to slow down, separate observation from reaction, and notice where last year’s thinking might be shaping this year’s assumptions. Nothing in this section is meant to be shared verbatim with players. Think of it as your private rehearsal before stepping into the room.
Once you’ve worked through OIT, you’ll step into the Card Review Triple-Step Framework, where your insights are shaped into a theme and shared in three simple segments. The goal is not to teach everything you see, but to choose what will be most useful for players right now.
OIT helps you think well.
The framework helps you share well.
Take your time here. The clearer your mindset, the cleaner your review will be.
Orientation — How You Invite Players into the Card
Orientation is the opening layer of your card review. Before players evaluate hands or make decisions, you are shaping how they enter the card — what they attend to, what they temporarily set aside, and how they mentally approach what they’re seeing. This is not about strategy or analysis yet. It is about framing.
As an instructor, you already do this instinctively. The framework asks you to make those choices intentional and articulate them clearly.
What do you want players to notice first?
Decide where you want attention to land before any discussion of hands begins. This might be the overall structure of the card, recurring design elements, shifts from prior years, or something else you believe helps players orient themselves. You are not telling players what to play. You are helping them establish a starting point for observation so they are not scanning randomly or defaulting to habit.
A clear orientation moment sounds like:
“Before we talk about specific hands, here’s what I want you to notice when you first open the card.”
What do you want players not to fixate on immediately?
Early fixation is one of the biggest barriers to productive card reviews. Players often lock onto familiar sections, high point values, or last year’s favorites before they have enough context to evaluate them. Your role in Orientation is to intentionally de-prioritize whatever tends to pull your players into premature commitment.
This is not about discouraging those hands. It is about timing. You are deciding what deserves attention later, not first.
Consider: What do my players grab onto too quickly, and how does that limit their thinking?
What mindset do you want players to adopt while scanning?
Orientation also establishes posture. Are players scanning with urgency or curiosity? With flexibility or attachment? With openness or pressure to decide? You are inviting a way of looking, not a way of choosing.
Use language that separates observation from commitment and gives players permission to gather information before narrowing options. When players understand that scanning is exploratory, they engage more thoughtfully and feel less rushed.
A simple framing might be:
“Right now, you’re not choosing a hand — you’re noticing patterns and possibilities.”
Orientation determines whether your card review feels overwhelming or grounding. When this layer is clear, players are calmer, more receptive, and better prepared to interpret what comes next. When it is skipped or unconscious, even strong insights can land poorly.
Within the Card Review Framework, Orientation exists to make your entry point explicit — not to standardize it. Your choices here reflect your teaching style, your players, and your priorities. That is exactly the point.
When you first open the card with players, where do you naturally want their attention to go?
	



What mindset do you want players to have while scanning the card (e.g., exploratory, patient, flexible, curious, deliberate)?
	



When you compare last year’s card to this year’s card, what feels immediately familiar, and what feels noticeably different?
	



What habits or expectations from the previous card are most likely to carry over — helpfully or unhelpfully — into this year?
	





Interpretation — How You Extract Meaning from the Card
Interpretation is the layer where your professional judgment comes into play. This is where you move from orientation into meaning — not by analyzing individual hands in isolation, but by explaining how you read the card as a whole and what you believe it is signaling to players.
The framework does not tell you what to see. It asks you to clarify how you decide what matters.
What signals do you believe the card is giving players?
Every card communicates priorities through its design. Without naming specific techniques, you are deciding what you believe the card is emphasizing this year and why that matters. This might involve balance, repetition, constraints, opportunity, or risk — but the framework intentionally leaves the signals undefined.
Your role is to articulate what you think the card is encouraging players to do, notice, or reconsider — and to make that reasoning visible.
A clear interpretation moment sounds like:
“When I look at this card, here’s what I think it’s quietly pointing players toward.”
How do you distinguish between hands that are inviting and hands that are demanding?
Not all hands ask the same thing of the player. Some invite flexibility and patience; others demand precision, timing, or commitment. Interpretation is where you explain how you personally recognize that difference when reading the card.
You are not ranking hands or recommending choices. You are helping players understand that hands carry different expectations — and that those expectations should influence decision-making.
Consider: What makes a hand feel approachable to me? What makes one feel exacting?
What kinds of decisions do you believe the card is encouraging players to make earlier or later?
Interpretation also involves timing. Some card designs reward early alignment; others reward delayed commitment. In this layer, you clarify how you read the card’s relationship to decision timing — when flexibility is valuable and when decisiveness becomes important.
This helps players understand why certain moments in the game feel forgiving or punishing, without turning your review into a step-by-step play guide.
You might name this as:
“This card feels like it rewards observation early and commitment later,” or the opposite — depending on your read.
Interpretation is where your insight lives — but within a structure that keeps it teachable rather than prescriptive. By anchoring your observations to signals, expectations, and timing, you help players think more clearly without telling them what to do.
When you look at this card, what does it seem to emphasize or prioritize in your view?
	



What feels approachable or inviting on this card? What feels exacting or demanding?
	



When you look at both cards side by side, what do you think the new card is asking players to do more of — or less of — than last year?
	



How does the balance of hands on the new card compare to the previous year in terms of flexibility or precision?
	



What assumptions players formed last year about “safe,” “comfortable,” or “go-to” hands might need to be revisited?
	



If a player played the previous card well, what new thinking will they still need to succeed on this one?
	



NMJL Card Transition — How You Turn Insight into Learning
The transition is when your card review becomes useful to players. Orientation sets the frame. Interpretation clarifies meaning. Transition ensures that what you’ve shared actually changes how players engage with the card at the table.
This layer is not about giving instructions or strategies. It is about deciding on the takeaways that equip players to do things differently because of the review.
What do you want players to do differently after this review?
Begin by identifying the shift you have in mind. This might involve how players scan the card, how many options they consider, how quickly they commit, or how they respond when a hand weakens. The framework does not define the outcome — it asks you to name it.
This keeps the review grounded in application rather than commentary.
A clear anchor sounds like:
“After this review, I want you to approach the card with a different lens.”
What common player misunderstandings are you intentionally addressing?
Every instructor sees patterns in where players get stuck. Transition is where you decide which of those misunderstandings you want to gently correct or reframe through the review.
You are not listing mistakes or calling out errors. You are shaping understanding by naming what players often assume and offering a more productive way to think about it.
Consider: What do my players believe about the card that limits them?
How will you keep the review practical rather than overwhelming?
A card review can easily turn into information overload. Transition requires you to decide what to leave out as much as what to include. You are choosing how much depth is appropriate for your audience and where to stop so players can integrate what they’ve heard.
This might mean limiting examples, pausing for reflection, or reinforcing one core takeaway rather than many. The framework does not prescribe how — only that you are intentional about scope.
Transition is what separates an interesting discussion from effective instruction. Without it, players may enjoy the review but struggle to apply it. With it, even a short review can meaningfully influence how they read and use the card going forward.
Within the Card Review Framework, Transition protects against over-teaching while honoring your insight. It ensures your review serves the player—not your expertise.
Transition ensures your review leads to practical impact.
After reviewing the differences between the two cards, what do you want players to do differently?
	



What common player assumptions or misunderstandings are you intentionally trying to reframe?
	



What is one insight you believe would meaningfully reduce player frustration or indecision?
	



What common transition mistakes do you expect players to make, and how can you proactively reframe them?
	



How can players use awareness of last year’s card without comparing every decision to it?
	



What could be a mindset shift that would help players feel less disoriented and more confident during the transition period?
	





Owning Your Insights
What feels distinctly yours about the way you approach a card review?
	



What is something you intentionally would not include in your card review to avoid overload?
	



How will you know your review was successful from the player’s perspective?
	



Now that you've completed the OIT Walkthrough, consider using the following Card Review Triple-Step Framework to shape what you share with players.

Card Review Triple-Step Framework
This Card Review Triple-Step Framework is designed to help you distill insight without diluting it. Rather than sharing everything you notice about the card, you select a single theme that captures the most important shift, tension, or opportunity you see. That theme becomes the organizing thread for the entire review.

Once the theme is set, you share your insights in three short, distinct segments. The segments are neither chronological nor tactical. They are conceptual containers that allow players to absorb meaning in manageable pieces.

The goal is clarity, not completeness.

Step 1: Choose a Theme That Summarizes Your Insight
The theme is the anchor. It answers the question:
“If players remember only one idea from this card review, what should it be?”
A strong theme:
· reflects how you see the card
· captures a real shift from prior years or prior habits
· can be stated simply, without explanation
The theme is not a slogan or a tip. It’s a lens that everything else passes through.
You are not asking players to agree with your theme. You are asking them to use it to organize what they’re hearing.
Step 2: Divide Your Review Into Three Segments
Once you have a theme, you deliberately limit yourself to three segments. This is not arbitrary. Three segments:
· align with how adults naturally process new ideas
· reduce the urge to keep adding “just one more thing”
· make the review easier to follow, remember, and discuss
Each segment should illuminate the theme from a different angle. You are not listing facts. You are building understanding.
You might loosely think of them as:
· what’s changing
· what that affects
· what that asks of the player
But the framework does not name the segments for you. You define them based on your theme.
Step 3: Use Each Segment to Offer One Clear Insight
Within each segment, you focus on one primary idea. You can reference multiple hands or sections, but they all serve the same point. This discipline is what prevents overload.
A helpful internal check is:
“If a player missed this segment, what understanding would they be missing?”
If the answer isn’t clear, the segment may be trying to do too much.
You are not trying to teach players how to play using the card during your talk. You are helping them understand how to approach it.
This framework:
· protects against over-teaching
· makes your insight feel purposeful rather than opinionated
· allows different instructors to present radically different reviews with equal professionalism
· creates a repeatable structure you can reuse year after year
Two instructors can use the same framework, choose different themes, and deliver entirely different — and equally valuable — card reviews.
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