Success by Numbers:
Math Competitions Help Prepare
Students for Challenges Ahead

Johan Rudnick

Math is often misunderstood and maligned, espe-
cially by students. Math is dull and boring. Math is
way too hard. Math is anything but cool. At the same
time, math can be fun and rewarding. Math can be
beautiful and creative. And, perhaps most important,
math can nurture strong analytical and problem-
solving skills—key ingredients for career success.
One tool for bridging the gap between general percep-
tions and critical reality is the math competition.

Since 1969, the Canadian Mathematical Society
(CMS) has been staging national math competitions
to encourage students to explore, discover, and learn
more about mathematics and problem solving. Along
the way, thousands of students have become more
comfortable with math and more confident about what
they can achieve. The most popular of the CMS na-
tional competitions is the Sun Life Financial Canadian
Open Mathematics Challenge, which is held in No-
vember each year.

Why Math Competitions?

Math competitions are a primary extracurricular
activity that can both stimulate and cultivate student
interests. Like sports, whether for recreation or com-
petition, math competitions require basic knowledge
and understanding. Coupled with discipline and
practice,exercising math skills will lead to improved
self-confidence, enjoyment and success. And math
competitions are much more than just an intellectual
pursuit for gifted students. A good math competition
provides opportunities for “Hey, I can do that'"" and
nurtures the attitude of “Now maybe 1 can try that!”

Teachers play a critical role in math education, and
competitions represent much more than another op-
portunity to organize. Most math competitions pro-
vide a plethora of supplementary resource materials,
including sample and past problem sets, weekly or
monthly problems, and other resources. In the case
of the CMS, the resources are quite diverse. There is
the book The Alberta High School Math Competitions
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1957-2006: A Canadian Problem Book, edited by
Andy Liu (Mathematical Association of America/
Canadian Mathematical Society, 2009). For shorter
treatments, there is the book series A Taste of Math-
ematics (ATOM) and the international problem-
solving journal Crux. There is also the Problem of
the Week (http://cms.math.ca/Competitions/
COMC/2014/potw.html). And then there are the CMS
math camps (for example, the Alberta/CMS Math
Camp held in August for Grades 7-10 participants.
These resources are valuable and rich tools in their
own right, and they can be tailored to classroom or
student interests.

Teachers can choose from many math competi-
tions. Some are offered by a university, such as the
Centre for Education in Mathematics and Computing
(CEMC) contests at the University of Waterloo. Oth-
ers are designed for regional or provincial partici-
pants, such as the Edmonton Junior High Math
Contest. The CMS national math competitions are
built on partnerships with universities across Canada;
in Alberta, the CMS partners with the University of
Calgary.

The Competitions

Sun Life Financial COMC

The Sun Life Financial Canadian Open Mathemat-
ics Challenge (COMC) is a flagship national competi-
tion open to any student in any location at any grade
level. It attracts thousands of participants from across
Canada and internationally each year. Although the
competition is targeted at upper-level high school
students, performance awards are available for mul-
tiple grade levels. Furthermore, every student in
Canada who participates is equally eligible for prizes.
Top-performing students receive plaques and certifi-
cates, and their school receives a plaque as well.
Graduating students who perform well may be con-
sidered for scholarships, and other students are eligible
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