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Introduction 

High school mathematics needs a change of image. 
Some students consider it to be taught in a dull way 
and become uninterested. This paper has been 
written to share the success of an Inter-school 
Mathematics Competition held in 1993 at the Fiji 
College of Advanced Education (FCAE). 

Excitement, fun and team spirit are words rarely 
associated with mathematics. However, these 
feelings were clearly evident among approximately 
500 Form 1-7 students from 20 high schools in the 
Suva-Nausori area who participated. The writers 
hope that others may be encouraged to stage events 
such as this to promote mathematics in their area. 

The day was organised by the Suva-Nausori branch 
of the Fiji Mathematics Association as part of its on
going role of stimulating student interest in 
mathematics. 

Competition Organisation1 

The competition design demanded that there be no 
sign of rigid formal assessment with rows and columns 
of children panicking over even more rigid ways to 
find the 'correct' method of solution to each 
mathematical problem. Pupils were required to solve 
problems in a collegial and collaborative atmosphere. 

Students in teams of four competed in seven mini-
competitions, run separately throughout the day, 
one for each form level. Volunteer teachers formed 
a vital part of the competition. They sat one per team 
to act as marker and scorer. A runner from each 
team had the role of submitting the team•s answer to 
the supervising teacher. A correct answer scored +5 
points and an incorrect one, -5 points. The team 
could then choose either to try the question again 
with no change to its score or to obtain another 
question. Members of the audience could follow 
their team•s progress on a large whiteboard placed 
at the front of the hall. Scores on it were continually 
updated as teams finished each problem. 

Each competition was stopped in one of two ways. 
Firstly, ft finished on a time limit of 40 minutes. 
Secondly it could end if a team attempted all 
questions, answering 75% correct. Scoresheets 
from markers were tallied and checked by a panel 
of judges before winners were declared. Tie breaks 
were played with specially selected questions. 

The Questions 

A set of 20 questions was prepared for each form. 
Organisers graded the questions, making the first 
questions slightly easier in order to encourage 
students. Although questions were mathematically 
based, they were designed to be very much a 
series of problem-solving activities, rather than 
requiring purely mathematical proof type solutions. 
Logical thought and synthesis of information played 
key roles in reaching the answers. 

Sponsors 

Sufficient sponsorship was found to enable prizes 
to be awarded to each team member of the first 
three placegetters in each competition. The 
Association has been promised further sponsorship. 

Reaction 

An overwhelmingly positive reaction from all 
concerned will ensure the success of future 
competitions. 

Teachers wanted to have copies of the questions 
to take with them and warned others that they 
would be training their teams for next year•s 
competition, just as they would a sporting team. 
Most said they would bring more teams next year. 
Students were keen to do better next time. 

Changes 

Despite wide advertising among colleagues, and 
many promised offers of help, preparation and 



organisation of the event were left in the hands of a 
small, dedicated and hard-working band. The 
working group anticipate that in 1994 more 
volunteers will ease the burden, following the 
success of the 1993 contest. 

Questions need to be completed some weeks before 
the event to allow time for proper vetting. It was the 
design of the questions which turned out to be the 
most vital organisational task. A question bank 
needs to be set up and added to on a regular basis. 
Several proposals were put forward to build this 
valuable data base. Teachers interested in the idea 
could be approached to submit questions which 
would be moderated by a review panel and stored 
for future use. Another proposal was that a number 
of questions be submitted with nomination forms for 
each team. It was also suggested that schools 
exchange three new questions for each set of 
questions from the completed 1993 competition. 

Value 

There were many simultaneous learning 
experiences happening in the competition. To 
have students working excitedly and collaboratively 
in mathematics was indeed a pleasure to watch. 
Students had to talk mathematics, not sit quietly 
and work individually as is often the norm in 
classrooms. 

It was valuable for academically oriented young 
people to be able to meet with peers of similar 
intellect and interest from a variety of backgrounds 
and schools. This experience is rarely possible in 
the normal routine of school and has the potential to 
provide future professional contacts. 

Working closely with others of high mathematical 
ability, and realising that even a group of such 
people were not able to solve some questions, may 
help students overcome any feelings of anxiety 
they have and build their confidence. 

Implications 

The competition indicated that problem-solving skills 
need to be developed to higher levels, especially in 
the more able, to enhance their future chances of 
success in this traditionally poorly performed subject. 
The pressure of examinations often results in 
teachers narrowing down the curriculum to 
emphasise lower cognitive abilities, relying on recall 
and familiarity with specific problem types for success. 
The number of schools, teachers and students 
involved in the competition gave ample evidence of 
widespread, genuine interest in the higher cognitive 
skills which can be included in mathematics classes 
at school. This should send clear signals to everyone 
engaged in the planning, design and implementation 
of mathematics courses that there is an urgent need 
for a major overhaul and modernisation of the 
mathematics taught in schools. Texts which promote 
higher thinking skills need to be found, or written, 
and put into the school system. 

The expository style of teaching prevalent in many 
Fiji mathematics classrooms leaves little scope for 
creating interest and teaching creative problem-
solving skills. Many adults are confused by the 
seemingly complex systems needed to produce 
what they feel to be the only correct method of 
solution. This mistaken view can be corrected in our 
classrooms. During the competition, young people 
apparently spent some time together enjoying the 
opportunity to make up their own methods of solution, 
realising that there is often more than one stereotyped 
solution to each problem. Teachers and curriculum 
developers need to allow for this natural, inbuilt 
curiosity and flexibility of thought in their planning 
and bring back some excitement and joy to the study 
of mathematics. 

1 This is only a brief overview of the organisation. For further 
details contact members of the Suva-Nausori branch of the Fiji 
Mathematics Association at the Fiji College of Advanced 
Education. 


