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Developing an effective school or district academic

ABSTRACT

competition program that highlights as many academic areas as

possible while showcasing the achievements of individual students
requires thoughtful assessment aznd planning. The School Academic

Competition. Inventory provic: s a way to determine the potential for

such a program. If the potential exists, school leaders must -

determine (1) the event's main focus--an interdisciplinary emphasis

would have the greatest ove-all impact; (2) the kinds of academic

achievement -to-be emphasized--focusing on_general problem-solving

skills would-allow students to demonstrate their abilities to apply

their academic kncwledge in various situations; (3) whether
individual or team achievement will be emphasized and what skill

qualifications will be regquired to compete; (4) who will control the

event--building up a coalition of sponsors would allow schools to
develop their own competitions; and (5) the awards and judges. If a _

school decides to develop a competition-on its own, organizers should

become familiar with and incorporate suitable features of some of the
existing models for competitions; such as the Academic Olympiad
(which has rascently been successfully applied at Utah State .
University), the Wise County (Virginia) Program of Academic Challenge
for Excellence, and the Kentucky Academic Association. (Each model is

discussed separately.) (JD)
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G1v1ng the Competitive Edge to Students' Academic Achievement

Whén thé wafé "ééﬁﬁééition" is aéﬁtiaﬁéa in connection with

inordinaté amount of stﬁdents; teachefs; and administrators’ time; not
to mention a&ﬁei; But in reaiit§; the concept of competltlon reaches
beyond athletics to permeate every aspect of the school environment.
In fact, 1t may be the 51ngle most pawééfﬁi influence on iearniné
today. Think of the factors wh1ch comprise the school exper1ence for
most young people= grades, teachers, peers, Jobs, and self 1dent1ty,
all are controlled in 1arge measure by competxtlon;

Athletic coaches long have Béen aware of the importance of
instiiiing a sense of competltlon in their players; to a lesser
extent, teachers: also have recognized this influence and have tried to
capitalize upon it in the classroom by organizing spelling bees,
having mini-quiz bowls for reviews, holding various types of
contests--most books read, greatest number of words written, best
performance on tests, etc. However, most of this conbetition occurs

behind closed doors and usua]ly does not come to the publlc s

That has begun to change. Marny school districts are seeklng wais
to h1ghilght students' academic achievement in an effort to offset the
publlc s perceptlon that the only 1mportant :tudent achievement is
that wh1ch occurs on the playtng fields or courts on a weekday nxght

Constdering the small percentage of a student body who actually




p. 2
demonstrate their achievements this way, it's not surprising that the
ﬁﬁsiié remains unaware of what else students may be learnlng or
éehieéing. To change this perceptlon, some schools have decxded to
capltallze on the concept of competttlon, borrow from the success of
athletics, and aéﬁéiéﬁ various academic contests which can showcase
the talents of students, many of whom will never appear on the playing
field.

To insure success in this effort, though, school cistricts must

§fééééa ééﬁtibuéi§; Developlng SChOOl/dlStrlCt academlc competltlons

School Academlc Competltlbn Inventory) offers a way to determlne the
potentlal in a school or district for an efFecttve academxc
competltton ptogram.

The_Scbool_ Academ1e-99meetztiea Ioventory

1. Do the SChOOl/dlStrlCt s athletlc achievements seem to over-
shadow academtc achtevements in the publxc's mind?

2. Does the academic climate within the school/district
need 1mprOVement?

3. Could the student Sééy; eehooi staff and the pubixc be made
more aware of students' academic potential and achievements
in the school/district?

4. Are there academic areas which need greater téébgniéién by
students, faculty, administrators, and the public?

5. Do academic contests pféééntiy exist in the school or dis-

tr1ct?

6. Could the vatiety ahd numbei of competltlons be increased or

¥\
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7. Are the contests coordinated throughout the school/d1str1ct

to insure quality and recognitlon of student ach1evement7

9. Are there faculty who might be willing to organize and run
academic éoﬁﬁétitions?
10. Is there an 1nd1V1dual who could nonltor and/or coordtnate
If the majority of responses to the SACI are positive, then educators
should con51der developlng strategles to empha81ze the academic
Several 6§tion§ exist for ﬁakiné academic achievement a more
visible part of the school enV1ronment. In1t1ally, school leaders

should look inside the schooi and examine present practlces. In most

run B§ dé§artﬁénts; Engllsh departments will feature llterary
contests, spelllng bees, debate and speech tournamentsr yearbook and

qurnaltsm awards; and drama festivails: Soc1a1 stud1es departments

offer opportun1t1es to compete in essay wr1t1ng contests. Sc1ence

departments have problem—soivxng compit'trins; Industrial arts, fine
arts, and home economics typically have contests where completed
§ro§ééts are judged. Business departn*nts stress » ’formance via speed
contests in typlng; shorthand, and keyboarding skilis. Music
departments perhaps have higher visibility than many other academic
departments because of conpetition in contests outside the school.
cuch a llst seems to suggést that an abundance of academic competition
1sts w1th1n a school, and, in truth, this is so: But often iaékiné

n the midst of all of this competition is some overall coordination

[add




and 5651ié &ié@ié? of the achievements that these individual
competitions suggest.

If this ig the case, educators should explore Ehe Feasibility of
developing an academic competition which mlght serve as a capstone

event. This event's purpo V uld be to h1gh11ght as many academic

Q£ :bg_sgbgg}, In dec1d1ng 1f such an evert is in the best 1nterests
of the school and students, facuity and adm1n1strators need to
con51der f rst the Epact upon students. At least five concerns
should be addressed before any final decision is made.
1. Event-Focus
Wﬁaé will sé the main faaug of the é6é5£5 Will it be

1mpact on the school and the public is the 1nterd1sc1p11-
nary emphas1s. Demonstra+1ng students' ab111t1es in a
varlety of academic areas sends a strong message that
academic achievement is a central element across the
school 's curriculum.
2. CompetitiveSkill

What kinds of competitive skills will be called for in
this event: rote recall; generai awareness, convergent
and/or d1vergent thlnklnw, problem-soivxng/dectsion
making? Since such an event should have a h1gh profiie
for the public, what kind of academic potential and

achievement does the school want to highlight?



Central to the decisions here will be the t1me that
can be provided for the compet1t1on, the focus of the

event 1tse1f; and whether or not there w111 be any

students can demonstrate a vartety of sk111s as well, Given
the nature of the puollc s current attitude toward education,
organizers should look beyond rote recall to promote more
emphas1s on general awaréness and probiem-solv1ng sk111s
that can showcase students' abilities tc apply the1r academic
knowledge and skills in various situations.
3. Competitiop-Entries

Will the éﬁbkaéig be placed on individual accomplishment,
team achievement or a m1xture? What degree of mastery must a
student exhibit hefore be1ng ellglble to eompete? The process
of selecting stndents for competi ition is aiWays an Impcrtant
issue for adolescents.

Students and teachers need to know what the expectations are
in th1s area. Organizers should gtve careful attention to
whéthéf or not students of varying academic skill and potential
shoﬁid be énéoﬁréged to participate and what their chanees of
students who are requ1red to part1c1pate in a competltlon for
which they are Ill-prepared and wh1ch provides little guaranL
for success will have every rlght to regard academic compet1tlon
as counterproduct1ve to learntng.

4. Sponsorsbip

Does the school want to reta1n control of the event or

make use of ex1st1ng competxtxons already established by

7



regtonal or natic'ia1 nacture Wthh have standards, rules,
procedures, and awards already establlshed. A yearly
llsting of such compettttons is available from the National
Association of Secondary school Prlnc1pals Committee on
National Contésts and Activities.

have many resources to draw upon. Comﬁétitions even can be
matcned to 1nd1v1dual 1nterests of sponsors 1f necessary.

Banks, newspapets, corporatlons, radio and televxsxon com-

paniés, service organxzatlons, untons; colleges and univer-

(m

s1t1es are among the most llkely candidates as sponsor
With sorme careful attentlon to the focus of the event;
educators gtadually should be able to build a zozlition of
sﬁonsors; This coa11t1on, in turn, will g1Ve more impetus
to promotlng the 1nterd1sc1p11nary nature of the event and
W1ll permlt the event to grow from year to year while re~
matntng respons1ve to new academic thrusts in the school or
district's curriculum.
5. BEWa 31
What w1ll be the rewards for students who part1c1bate in

the event? How will Judges be sele ’ d? For events of this

must ex:st, and the rewards must be t1ed to a respected
evaluatlon system wh1ch includes quallfied Judges. Therefore,

organlzers will need to constder the ava*labllxty of appro-

.




p. 7

'y

The most appropriate form of reward is an academlc scholar-
ship awarded in the name of one of the sponsors. Cash awards,
bonds or gift certificates are acceptable as are téobhiés and
plagues. Winners also can be awarded academic "letters" from
their sehooi or,; if the competxtlon involves several schools,
an approprlate badge that students can attach to their school
3ackets.

Selecting Judges can become a polltlcally sen51t1ve issue,
esﬁééiéiiy if several schools are meet1ng for a d1str1ct-w1de
éoﬁpetition. Here the publlc relations effect must be con-
sidered. Ideally, repr=sentat1ves from the sponsorlng agencies,
who do not have chlldren competlng, should serve as Judges-
or un1vers1t1es also are acceptable candldates; Only as a
last resort should school staff be involved in the 3udglng
process: This separatlon makes it easier for students and
faculty to work together lﬁ preparation for the event; and
the publtc perceives the ééﬁ?étitiéh as a more ohjective
event; one which clearly has the respect and support of
individuals outside the immediate school environment.:

KSSHmlﬁé that a decision is made to develop a capstone academic

éeéhé, éﬁﬁie tiﬁe should be allowed, partlcularly in the f1rst year,

and the publlc are aware of the sxgnlfxcance which will be attached to

the competltlon. Organlzers should become famlllar with some of the

Q 9
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6fi§iﬁaiiy by the Mt: San Antonio Chapter of Phi Delta Kappa in

California: The goals of the Olympiad include the followxng-

A. To confer V151b111ty on scholarly performance through
a competitive event
B. To stimulate the academic efforts of high school students
C. To recognize the scholarship of able students and the
acconiplishients of dedicated teachers
D. To involve a large number of hlgh school students without
making excessive demands on their time

E. To promote cooperatlon between school district represen-

tatives and univer51ty faculty members in th  areas of

One of the most recent and successful applications of the Olympiad

ﬁoHEl can be found in northern Utah at Utah State University. Seven

developing the Olympiad. Each school district pledged a minimum of
$200 to partictpate and a team coach to coordinate a team from each of
the participating schools. The Utah State Office of Education
endorsed the concept and prov1ded personnel to assist with test

facilities and scholarships as well as technical and fa aculty support.
Additional gifts and grants came from bustnesses and individuals and a
$500 grant from Ph1 Delta Kappa International to the Utah State
University Chapter served as seed money for the event.

The original Academic 01ymp1ad took a year to plan. An executive
committee comprised of representatives from each of the participating

school diSttICtS as well as from the univer51ty took maJor

responsibllity for the planning. Eleven sub-commlttees handled the key

10
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areas: fxnances, facxlxtxes, pub11c1ty and prlntlng, rules and

ellglblllty, recognltlon and awards, the Star wars competltlon,

if:guage arts; soc1a1 scxences; and the sciences. Considerable time
had to be devoted to preparing and vaiidating the academic area tests
as well as developing the various rules and procedures which teams and
coaches would need to Follow.

Eiaﬁteeﬁ Eiéh 5556615 from the seven participatihg éistriets met

who met the minimum grade p01nt d15tr1but1 n: (1) two members with
gpa's of 3.75 or absve, (2) two members with gpa's of 3.0-3.74; (3)
two members thh gpa's of 2.9 or lower. The three alternates had to be
distributed through the three ranges as well. xhe grade potnt
requ1rement were é’tablxshed to stiﬁﬁlate séﬁéiarsﬁi§ aﬁéﬁé a broader
range of students and to prov1de motlvatlon for gifted but
low-achleV1ng students to perform at hlgher academic levels.

After a mornlng of individual subJect area tests and a luncheon,
the teams gather for the Star Wars Compet1t10n, which is the
culminating competition for the Olympiad. 1In this eVéht, the teams
compete against each other for team honers. The competition proceeds
in 6 rounds of 8 questieﬁs éaéS; so that each team member éeﬁpetes;
The questions cover a wide réaéé of current events of state, reglonal,

national aaa international 1nterest, mathematieal problems, 11terary

written form. The correct answers are announced, and proctors keep a

11 | ]
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running tally of each team's performance on large dispiay boards so

o

hat the audience and teams can keep track of each team's status.

Follow1ng the Star Wars competltlon, teams and 1ndiv1duals receive
awa’dsj these range from scholarshlps to individual winners in the
varlous academic areas to trophlee and plaques for team and school
achlevements. All team merbers recei ve ce t1f1cates cf achievement.
Coaches also receive awards based on their teams' performances durlng
the day. No team goes home without substantlal recognltlon. Press
coverage is exten51ve and cooperatlon from local newspapers and other
media outlets has been cutstanding. Since the 1985 event, the value of
the prtzes has escalated, partlcularly in terms of scholarships, with
academic departments at the universit? vying to attract the students
with the highest academic achievements aaéiﬁg the Olympiad.

Events like the Olympxad do not necessarlly have to 1nvolve a
large number of districts: For instance, Wlse County School Dlstrlct
in Vlrglnia conducts 1ts own event wh1ch is part of the school
system's Program of Academtc Challenge for Excellence (PACE). The Wise
County program prov1dés a year long series of six academlc matches
whlch culm1nate in an event similar to the Academtc elymptad. The
school dlstrlct has discovered that thls kind of competltlon attracts
considerable interest and support from many taxpayers--over 73 percent
in Wise County—-who do not have chlldren in the schools but who are
asked to suppcrt the school s programs. Wise eounty school officials
also have discovered that 1nterest in other academlc act1V1t1es has
1ncreased to the p01nt where the school systen is addlng specxal
programs to meet the needs of 1ts academxcally talented young people.

In Kentucky an even more ambitious prOgram has been underway since

1985. The Kentucky Academic Association (KAA) is a voluntary
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sta*e-wide otganlzatlon with two maJor functlons- (1) to estahiish and
sponsor a state-wide system of academic comp:t tion and (2) to monitor
all competttron occurr1ng in the state and to assess its compliance
w1th stanaards of educational soundness est b11shed by the

association. The assoc1at10n is governed by a seventeen member board
drawn from various oeographlc areas in the state as well as from
profess1onal organlzatlo 's connected with the schools. The Board sets
policy and reviews the levels of academtc competttton in the state.

Any accredrted pubirc school in Kentucky as we1l as any prlvate

school which GBIGntarii§ complies with state accredltation standards
and admission policies is *7;§ihie ééf membership in KAA. The
Assocxatton offers three divisions for membérship: hiéh school (9-12),
middie grades (6-8), and elementaty (K-5) . Schools pay nom1nal
membership fees for each division in which they eompete and are

iiglble to part1c1pate in all Assoctatron-sponsored competltlon held
in Eﬁé éppfopriaté division.

Competltton. It is a year 1ong three tiered (dlstrrct; reglonai, and
state) competltlon with those successful at one level advanclng to the
next. Four categor1es make up each level of the competiticn:

l. Qn;ck-Begaii ~~teams of four students compete to prov1de
factual answers to questions presented in a "college bowl"
format.

2. Creative Espression --teams of four students work to solve
a probiem presented to them on the day of the competltlon.

3. Wz;:;ea_aaseSsméag --1nd1v1dual students take a written test

in math, sctence, s061a1 studies, or language Arts.

4, Eﬁﬁliéﬁ_éﬁﬁﬁﬁéiﬁiéﬁ --individual students are given a topic

EEQkQ 13
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on which they must write a well-developed essay within a
specified time:

A state champion is determined in each category (four champions in
the written assessment categoty). In addition, the Association uses a
§6iﬁé system to determine the school whose students coiieciiveiy
achieve the highest level of performance at the state level. That
school receives the Governor's Cips Any student of a member School is
eligible to represent that school in the competition:

The Association also monitors each academic competition in

Kentucky o be certain it meets the standards of educational quality

which it feels all such competitions should achieve: The Association
annually publishes a direciory which lists all of the épprOVéé
academic competitions in the state. The directory also provides a
calendar of events for all competition along with sponsors, locations,
descriptions; and contact persons.

Efforts such as the ones in Kentucky, Utah and Viréiﬁia are being
duplicated throughout the country. They clearly demonstrate that
bringing the competitive edge to academic excellence results in
respect and support for the basic mission of all schools: promoting

academic potential and achievement among students.



Notes

”}adapted from Melv1n erkes and Robert Penna, "Academlc

€ompetitions——0ne Way to Improve School Climate; NASSP Bulletin
68:94-97, December 1984.

2Varnell Bench and Oral L. Balla;' "€ompet1t10n and Collaboratlon:
An Academic Olymplad Phi Deita Kappan, February 1986, pp. 456-458.

3Ann Gregory and J1m D. Graham,,"And Our Bonus round Quéstion Is
"Can Schools Spotllght Good Students?''" The American School Board
Journal 171:29+, August 1984:

4For further 1nformat10n abont the KAA, contact kAA; 1121 Louisville
Road Frankfort, KY 40601.
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