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Math Competition Challenges us and Gets us Closer 

(Ploiesti, Romania 2019) 

Gabriela Dumitrescu is a Math teacher, having the first degree in 

education and 35 years of experience. She studied at the 

University of Bucharest, Faculty of Mathematics - Informatics, 

Mathematics Department. She started her career as a teacher at 

the age of 22, teaching in several schools and high schools and 

from 2010 she has been a mathematics teacher at School 

GEORGE EMIL PALADE in Ploiesti. In 2011 she completed a 

master on education and school management at the Faculty of 

Applied Sciences, Bucharest. 

She is currently teaching four classes, one in each year of study, 

starting with the 5th grade (with 10-11 year old students) up to the 

8th grade. The classes have between 25 and 30 students each, and 

unfortunately, there is no assistant teacher in any class in school. 

At the end of the 6th grade, the students undergo a National 

Assessment (PISA exam) structured on two tests, one of them 

being Mathematics and Sciences. 

The class to be referred is the 5th D, taken over by the teacher in the school year 2018-2019, as the 

students passed from the primary level to the lower-secondary one. It is a fairly homogeneous class 

with students willing to develop projects and to work on their personal development. The most difficult 

part was the beginning of this educational cycle, one of the reasons being the fact that the students are 

taught by many teachers, who, unlike the primary teacher with whom they studied most subjects, have 

each one their own methods, their requirements and their expectations. There are 25 students in this 

class, 3 students coming from monoparental families, 3 students with one member of the family 

working abroad and other 3 students from large families. 
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The problem of some of the students in this class is their inability to focus and stay connected to the 

topics and themes discussed during classes. It can be due to the poor educational background with 

which they came from the primary cycle where they might face similar problems. It is also noteworthy 

that the lack of attention has increasingly become an issue most students and teachers are dealing with 

nowadays.  

Following discussions with young people in different fields of activity (working in corporations, 

younger colleagues), Gabriela concluded that something must be changed in the Romanian educational 

system. She considers that the key to a good education for the future is the stimulation of imagination, 

the development of creativity and innovation. The challenge of today's educational system is to 

remodel the school institution. It is estimated that half of the students now entering the education 

system will work in trades that have not yet been invented.  

At the beginning of the school year, Gabriela initiated the 5th grade group on a social network, for 

simple and direct online communication. By using it, she has been in a permanent connection with both 

students and their parents, regarding their work class or home assignments, sending immediate 

feedback on different topics. However, this instant communication on a social network has a major 

disadvantage, as mostly in Romania, the teacher’s personal and private time overlaps with the 

professional one due to the willingness on both sides to be responsive. 

The most successful and rewarding activities Gabriela has experienced with the 5th graders are related 

to games and competitions. To attract the students’ attention, mostly those lacking concentration, she 

proposed the class to search for games and applications of Mathematics in the first phase and then to 

present the most interesting and topic related ones to their peers. Gaming is expected to bring 

Mathematics closer to the students' heart. Children love games and competition and they can be used 

wisely in the interest of education. All students in the class, possessing different skills and abilities 

were totally captivated by playing Math games on their own devices and performed common algebraic 

procedures (to calculate meanings of numeral expressions, perform addition, subtraction, multiplication 

etc.). There was even one application voted as being the best “Matematica pentru scoala” and the main 

reasons for their choice was that it can be played in teams and one cannot reach another level skipping 

steps. 
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She also organized a class mathematical contest. Within the class, she formed 5 teams of 5 pupils, 

according to the students' wishes. Each team chose a "captain" or a "leader" and a motivational name.  

The first step of this contest took place as follows   each team searched for and conceived a problem 

which they sent to the teacher (along with the solution) for approval and correction. The teacher 

collected the problems that were the items of the next stage of the competition, when the problems 

were solved in each team within a predetermined time. After the teacher’s evaluation and assessment, a 

score and a clear solution to each team were given and the rankings and prizes were awarded. Besides 

the mathematical aims, this math competition also targeted the students’ ability to organize themselves, 

collaborate and compete in a fairly manner. 

Progress was evident towards the end of the school year when the grades obtained were superior to 

those from the initial testing, at the beginning of the 5th grade (the average class grade in September 

was 6.10 and in June it went up to 7.75). Pupils' parents were also pleased with the children's 

development and their willingness to solve the problems they encountered and supported them in all 

their activities. Below, there is a distribution of grades over the entire school year. 

5 D class average grades 

 

As a result of using playful competition and mobile apps, the teacher has achieved her goals and now 

she can recommend to her fellow teachers the following: 

- Changing the students’ way of thinking when dealing with game-based math competitions, 

which can attract and motivate students with lower achievements; 
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- Involving new technologies in the teaching/learning process, thus meeting students’ needs and 

expectations. 

Questions for reflection: 

1. How can we use competition in a class without affecting students’ self-esteem? 

2. How do you think gamification in the math class can increase the motivation of students with 

low achievements? 

3. What other methods/resources do you use to keep the students focused throughout the math 

class? 

 


