
(No) More Winners in the AMESA Mathematics Challenge 
 

Starting in 2004, the Challenge no longer appoints national and regional winners (1st, 2nd and 3rd) per grade, but 
awards Certificates of Achievement (Gold to everyone achieving more than 80%, Silver to all with more than 60% 
and Bronze to all with more than 50%). 
 

Below I briefly describe some of the thinking behind this change … 
 
We must be clear about the nature and objectives of the Challenge (see http://amesa.org.za/Challenge/). 
 

Briefly, the Challenge primarily is intended as a vehicle to promote the objectives of AMESA, i.e. to 
influence mathematics teaching and learning: 
• It wants to influence teachers’ view of what is worthwhile mathematics to teach, how to teach it 

effectively, and to provide some supporting activities. 
• It wants to influence children’s view of the nature of mathematics:  Mathematics is interesting, 

mathematics is a problem-solving activity and you have the ability to puzzle it out … 
 

Let’s be clear about two distinctions: 
• The Challenge is not about competition, but rather about participation and enjoyment. 
• The Challenge in no way tries to set a scholastic standard. Rather, it unashamedly promotes problem 

solving, mathematical reasoning and mathematical communication. It is not a test, but a challenge! 
 

The Challenge must therefore be organised and run according to basic principles underlying its 
philosophy. We must continually question each aspect of the Challenge in relation to its role and 
purpose in the light of the driving philosophy. 
 

Below I argue that the notion of “winners” contradicts the Challenge philosophy, and in the process I 
also describe huge frustration with the administration of a “winners system”.  
 
Fun-run vs. Olympics 
“Participation” and “competition” are actually in conflict with each other. Of course, I here mean mass 
participation! 
 

That is why, in 1995, we changed the name from Competition to Challenge. Yet, as long as we had 
“winners”, the competition element remained. We now need to go a step further: By not appointing 
winners, we will also remove the competition element, so that we can more truly make it a Challenge 
for enjoyment! 
 

Using the analogy of athletics, what we have in mind is not an Olympic Games of high-tension 
competition of only the best athletes against each other, but rather a relaxed “Fun Run”, even a “Fun 
Walk” – the Saturday morning community activity where everyone participate, some walking, some 
running, each to their abilities, and everyone enjoying the activity!  
 
 
Norm- vs. Criterion-referenced reward 
Of course we want to recognise and reward excellence and achievement! And we want to recognise as 
many children as possible. 
 

It was for this reason that we a few years ago changed our 
model of allocating 1st, 2nd and 3rd places from the classical 
Olympic model which is a normative model comparing 
participants (e.g. if two people tie for the first place, there is not 
a second place, but only a third place) to our model which is the 
beginning of a criterion model (e.g. three people can be joint 
first, 10 people jointly second, etc.) – we are not comparing 
children to each other, but to their score, the criterion! 

Olympic model 
25 Mary 1st

25 John 1st

22  Flo 3rd

Challenge model 
25 Mary 1st

25 John 1st

22 Flo 2nd

21 Moe 3rd

21 Joe 3rd

21 Doe 3rd

 

Our next step is to now replace the normative model with a fully criterion-based reward system: We set the 
criterion, for example we may decide 80% is “excellent”, and then reward everyone achieving that criterion. 
Likewise 60% is “great” and we reward everyone in this category, and achieving 60% in the First Round is 
“very good” and we reward everyone in this category. 

http://amesa.org.za/Challenge/


Criteria 
Our criteria probably will not (only) be determined from an academic viewpoint, but from a practical 
viewpoint, e.g. what we can afford and what we can manage. For example, awarding all participants who 
qualify for the Final Round is probably administratively too unwieldy and too expensive. 
 

It will be too much work to really analyse the outcomes to set academic criteria (Learners achieving “Gold” 
can do this and can do that). So we will conveniently take some arbitrary marks as criteria, just like a school 
distinction at 80% and a university cum laude at 75% and a pass at 50% are arbitrary conventions. So any 
criteria (e.g. 80%) we set are arbitrary – I have changed the criteria 3 times while writing this!  So the criteria 
should be discussed and can be changed. 
 
 
Fairness 
Concerning norm-referenced awards, I believe that the 
Challenge cannot fairly and reliably distinguish between 1st, 2nd, 
3rd and 4th places. For example, when I was working on the 2003 
Grade 6 Singles winners list, the situation was: 1st – one 25, 
 2nd – three 22s, 3rd – six 21s. Then, in the very last results I 
received, suddenly there appeared one learner with 23, so the 
winners list changed to 1st – one 25, 2nd one 23, 3rd – three 
22s.  I realised then that we cannot be sure that the Challenge 
can fairly and reliable say the three 22s are better than the 
six 21s!! Yet, the 22s are rewarded and the 21s not! Is this 
fair? I say no and want to reward them all! 

Tentative 
25 Mary 1st

22 John 2nd

22 Flo 2nd 

22 Moe 2nd 

21 Joe 3rd 

21 Lo 3rd 

21 Go 3rd 

21 No 3rd 

21 So 3rd 

21 To 3rd

Final 
25 Mary 1st

23 Ray 2nd

22 Flo 3rd

22 Moe 3rd 

22 Joe 3rd

 

The issue here is reliability, i.e. the accuracy or precision of scores: I really cannot claim at all that the 
nature of the questions so accurately measures ability so that it accurately distinguishes (discriminates!) 
between a score of 21 and a score of 22! Also, I cannot guarantee that the answers were marked 
absolutely correctly, etc. So, then it is not fair to make such a sharp distinction between a score of say, 
21 and 22, with such markedly different rewards! 
 
 
High stakes 
But even if scores were reliable, we are very concerned about the way some people use this information 
about winners! 
 

Certain schools, teachers and parents are only interested in the competition aspect of the Challenge, and 
they use their winners to claim excellence for their school, e.g. they quickly run to the local press with 
their winners. In this sense, winning in the Challenge becomes so called high stakes – schools are 
judged according to their achievement in the Challenge, and winning children are singled out for 
exceptional academic achievement … 
 

This is similar to the way matric results are handled: The focus of the media on the top 20 candidates in 
the province means that schools are judged on how many candidates they have in the top 20, not on 
their pass rate or number of university endorsements. Also, you will be aware how controversial the 
process of examining, moderation and standardisation are. Our view is that the high stakes issues may 
be appropriate for matric, but it is not appropriate for primary school children! 
 

Similar to my argument above about comparing children who achieved 22 and 21, likewise one must 
query if it is fair to compare two schools if one has three winners and the other two? Can we say a 
region with three winners is better that a region with no winners? 
 

Parents, even more than children or teachers push their children to achieve, and in the process become 
totally blind to our real objectives with the Challenge. As an example of what I mean, last year a parent 
threatened me with legal action because of a perceived error in a question he believed cost his Grade 4 
child a third place! He insisted that we should re-mark the scripts of all Grade 4s who obtained 20-25, 
believing that his son would get one extra mark and others could lose a mark, and that would place his 
son third. I refrain from further comment! 



High stakes at regional level 
The abuse by some people of the Challenge results for high stakes comparison creates all kinds of 
tensions. 
 

For example, the size of the region is a problem. Is it fair that in one region there are only 5 schools and in 
another region 50 schools? There are several cases in such small regions where only one or two children 
qualify for the Final Round and then automatically are regional winners even before they write the Final 
Round! Is this fair compared to a big region? I am not willing to make rules that there must be at least x 
schools in a region and at least y participants in the Final Round before someone can be named “regional 
winner”! It contradicts the idea of participation. So I will rather remove the problem of winners, at both the 
regional and national level. 
 
 

Non-preferred practices 
Certain schools, teachers and parents are so pre-occupied with high stakes winners that they implement 
strategies that contradict the Challenge philosophy. 
 

For example, some schools that regularly produce winners do not let all their learners participate in the 
Challenge, but only a selected few! Often these few are coached for the Challenge. Of course we 
appreciate such efforts, but it contradicts the Challenge aim of mass participation. We believe problem 
solving should be the focus of school mathematics, and we want teachers to emphasise problem solving 
in the curriculum for all children, not just as an extra for some children! 
 

The purpose of the Doubles category of participation is to promote the view that mathematics is a social 
activity: two children may as a team, through discussion, achieve better than as individuals. However, 
some schools, in their effort to have winners, enter their top children not as Singles but as Doubles, and 
advise them that the one does the first 13 questions and the other the last 12 questions, therefore getting 
a time advantage. But it contradicts and undermines the idea of a team and our learning principle of 
cooperate problem solving through discussion! 
 
 

Ensuring fair and comparable conditions 
If the Challenge is such high stakes for children, parents and schools, in order to fairly compare children and 
schools, it is essential to ensure that everyone write under the same strict controlled, comparable conditions. 
 

There are all kinds of problems here, e.g. where children in one region get extra time but another region 
not, one region wrote in the morning and the other in the afternoon, one region wrote a day later than 
the others, in some regions invigilation was inadequate, etc. This may mean that some children/schools 
may have an unfair advantage over others. 
 

I have to handle a steady stream of such complaints, where someone fears that someone else cheated or 
had an unfair advantage.  And I am tired of it! I am not willing to introduce all kinds of control mechanisms 
that burden the local organisers. So I am removing the problem, namely the notion of winners! 
 

I believe a criterion-referenced reward system is much more compatible with the philosophy of the 
Challenge, and the change will ease the tension of providing controlled writing conditions. We want the 
Challenge Final Round to be done in a relaxed and enjoyable atmosphere; it should not feel like a high-
tension examination! 
 

 
The nature of the problems and papers 
Making the change from norm-referenced winners to criterion-referenced achievement rewards can 
positively influence the nature of our question papers to more truly reflect our objectives and make the 
Challenge more accessible to more children! 
 

For example, at the moment we have no choice but to try to design questions 16-25 to be very difficult 
to filter out participants, so that only very few children will score more than 20, so that we can have 
winners, i.e. learners who score higher than others!  However, if we do not have to cater for only a few 
“winners”, it is no longer necessary to set questions with the explicit intension that most children will 
get them wrong! Then maybe more children will experience that they had some success. Teachers tell 
us children find the Challenge interesting, but very challenging, and they fear that many children have 
so little success that they are in fact de-motivated by the experience! Maybe we can now set papers so 
that more children will achieve some success.  



Better feedback and more sensible norm-referencing 
Our different categories of Achievement will give us better feedback of the “state of the nation” 
regarding non-routine problem solving in the primary school. 
 
At the moment we are not gathering much information on children’s achievement in the Challenge, 
except for the number of learners who qualify for the Final Round, and the regional and national 
winners in the Final Round. In our new system, we will have information on how many children: 
• scored 60% or more in the First Round (qualified for the Final) 
• scored more than 80% in the Final (“gold”) 
• scored between 60% and 80% in the Final (“silver”) 
• scored between 50% and 60% in the Final (“bronze”) 
 
Fact is that at present only about 10% of participants qualify for the Final (i.e. score 60% or more in the 
First Round), and fewer than 150 children in all grades and all categories (singles and doubles) win 
national prizes (the winners usually score more than 80% in the Final). Lists of previous winners are 
available on the Challenge website at http://www.amesa.org.za/Challenge/. So the certificates will not 
be “cheap”! Only very few children, but more than the present 1st, 2nd and 3rd placed winners, will 
achieve Gold. We will analyse and announce the numbers, for example, say: 
• 10 000 (i.e. 10%) scored more than 60% in the First Round 
• 25 (i.e. 1%) scored more than 80% in the Final in Grade 6 
• 150 (i.e. 6%) scored between 60% and 80% in the Final in Grade 6 
• 300 (i.e. 12%) scored between 50% and 60% in the Final in Grade 6 
 
So the system can still be used for norm-referencing: We will be able to say that those who achieved 
Gold are in the top, maybe 1% of children in their grade, the Silvers are in the top 5%, etc. No mean 
achievement! 
 
There will be no more “winners”! 
There will be more winners! 
We will all be winners! 
 
Alwyn Olivier 
Chief Organiser 
20 September 2004 

http://www.amesa.org.za/Challenge/

