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Part One INTRODUCTION

For twenty years, from 1946 to 1965, the
Department of Mathematics at Stanford Uni-
versity conducted a competitive examination for
high school seniors. The immediate and princi-
pal purpose of the examination was to identify,
among each year’s high school graduates, sin-
gularly capable students and attract them to
Stanford. The broader purpose was to stimu-
late interest in mathematics among high school
students and teachers generally, as well as the
public.

The examination was modeled on the
Estvés Competition [see 23], © which was or-
ganized in Hungary in 1894 and which, in
turn, appears to have been suggested by similar
competitions in England and France. Gabor
Szeg6, chairman of the Stanford Department of
Mathematics in 1946 and winner of the Eétvés

(© Numbered references are on pages 261 — 264
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Part One INTRODUCTION

Competition in 1912, initiated the Stanford ex-
amination.

The examination was established in the
belief that an early manifestation of mathemati-
cal ability is a definite indication of exceptional
intelligence and suitability for intellectual lead-
ership in any field of endeavor. Furthermore,
mathematical ability can be tested at a compar-
atively early age because it is manifested“not so
much by the amount of accumulated knowledge
as by the originality of mind displayed in the
game of grappling with difficult though elemen-
tary problems [2,p.406].”

"As Buck [1] noted some years ago in re-
viewing mathematical competitions, an exami-
nation can be designed, broadly speaking, to
test either achievment or aptitude. The Stan-
ford University Competitive Examination in
Mathematics was of the latter type. It empha-
sized

originality and insight rather than routine com-

petence ... A typical question might call for

specific knowledge within the reach of those be-

ing tested, but would call for the employment

of this in unusual ways requiring a high degree

of ingenuity. The question may in fact intro-

duce certain concepts which are quite unfamiliar

3
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Part One INTRODUCTION

to the student. In short, the winning student is

asked to demonstrate research ability [ 1, pp.

204 —205].

The first Stanford examination, in 1946,
was administered in 60 California high schools
to 322 participants. The winner was awarded a
one-year scholarship by Stanford University;
honorable mention and a mathematics book
were given to three other participants. In
1953, the examination was extended beyond
California to include Arizona, Oregon, and
Washington ; the number of scholarships was in-
creased to two; and the number of honorable
mention awards and books was increased to ten
or so. From 1958 to 1962, the examination
was cosponsored by Sylvania Electric Products,
Inc. The last examination, in 1965, was ad-
ministered to about 1200 participants in 151
centers in Califor nia, Arizona, Idaho, Mon-
tana, Nevada, Oregon, and Washington. Cash
prizes of $500, $250, and $250 were
awarded to the three winners; honorable men-
tion and a mathematics book went to eighteen
participants. The examination was discontinued
after 1965 mainly because the Stanford Depart-
ment of Mathematics turned its interest to
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