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Abstract
Mathematical Kangaroo, the largest international mathematical competition, celebrates its 30th anniversary. In the first part, the article gives
a brief insight into the foundations of the competition and evolution of the
Association Kangourou Sans Frontières, which organizes the competition,
and in the second part it focuses on many current challenges and recent
developments of the competition and the association.
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Introduction

The largest international mathematical competition, which brings together more
than 6 million students from almost one hundred countries, is celebrating 30
years of existence.
The Mathematical Kangaroo is a competition designed to appeal not only
to mathematically gifted students, but rather to as many students as possible.
It is organized for students of all ages, from 6 to 18, in six different age categories. Students solve up to 30 relatively easy multiple-choice questions, with
the number depending on the age group, formulated in such a way as to show
that mathematics can be interesting, useful and even fun. Most students are
likely to think of it more as a game than an uncompromising competition.
The problems are selected each year in the autumn at an annual meeting.
After the meeting, representatives from each country translate and adapt the
problems for use in their own countries. The results of students from different
countries are not compared, so each country has its own winners. Hence, while
the problems and rules of the Mathematical Kangaroo are international, the
competition in each country is organised independently.
This article is a follow up article to a previous one from 2012, see [1] and gives
an insight into the vivid development of the competition over the last decade
and the changes within the Association Kangourou Sans Frontieres, which organizes it. It is divided into two parts, the first written by Gregor Dolinar,
former president of the AKSF and current president of the IMO, and the second by Meike Akveld, current president of the AKSF, who has just recently
been unanimously re-elected for her second term.
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2.1

The beginnings and the years 2010 - 2019 (by
Gregor Dolinar)
The beginnings

If you talk to a random person, the most likely comment on the word “mathematics” is “I didn’t like it in school”. The probability that such a spontaneous
comment about mathematics will have a negative connotation is, unfortunately,
very high. Of course, mathematics can be very abstract and difficult, but it
can also be very useful for daily life, interesting and even fun. The aim of
the Kangaroo competition is to emphasize this side of mathematics for a wider
audience.
Mathematical competitions have a very long tradition. For example, the International Mathematical Olympiad, the most prestigious international mathematical competition for the very best high school students, has been organized
annually since 1959. However, most mathematical competitions, especially in
the past, were focused on a small group of the very best students.
That is why the idea of Australian mathematicians to hold an annual multiplechoice competition with easy, interesting and fun problems, accessible to everyone, was so important for the popularization of mathematics. The great success
of the Australian Mathematics Competition, in which more than 80 % of Australian schools participated after only a few years, soon attracted the attention
of two French teachers, André Deledicq and Jean Pierre Boudine. They set up
a similar competition in France and named it the “Mathematical Kangaroo”
with reference to the origins of their idea. The first Kangaroo competition took
place in France on the 15th of May 1991, and was quite successful right from
the start.
In order to spread the competition even further, it was proposed to several
European countries to jointly organise a European Kangaroo Competition. The
idea was well received and in June 1994, at the European Council in Strasbourg, representatives from ten European countries established the Association
Kangourou Sans Frontieres (AKSF) and registered it in Paris on 17 January
1995, with André Deledicq as its first president. In the following years membership grew to include more countries. Much of this growth was through IMO
contacts, where the long-time French IMO representative Claude Deschamps
played a very important role, see [2] or [3].

Logo of AKSF
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2.2

Challenges

With growth and success came many challenges. Let us mention just a few of
them.
One of the first was at the beginning of the new millennium, when the
AKSF was faced with the decision, of whether it could continue to be managed
in a largely centralized and unified manner or whether it should become more
decentralized. The second option prevailed, and this was manifested to some
extent in the election of a new president in 2010. The decentralized approach
then opened the doors for further growth. As it turned out, there are simply
too many differences in the school systems, curricula and organizations around
the globe for the centralized version to be sustainable. It is important that we
respect the differences, but at the same time keep the common goals in mind.

Development of the number of AKSF members
The efficient selection of problems for the competition in just a few days at
the annual meetings by more than a hundred participants was another challenge
that had to be met. The problem was efficiently solved with specially developed
ICT support from Matjaž Željko from Slovenia for the 2011 annual meeting.
Since then, Matjaž Željko has been developing the software continuously, and
the selection of competition problems is now a streamlined process that is still
able to ensure that the selected problems are really excellent.
Here is an example of an amusing, but nevertheless mathematically interesting problem from the 2022 competition:
Five big elephants and four small ones are walking along a path, as shown.

When they reach the junction, each elephant turns either to the left or to the
right. Which of the following cannot be the situation after they all pass the
junction?
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A:

B:

D:

E:

C:

Problem from the Mathematical Kangaroo competition in 2022
In the beginning, the Mathematical Kangaroo was organized mainly by European countries and the AKSF Board consisted of European members. It was
therefore an important symbolic step in 2014, when the first annual meeting
was held outside Europe, and Luis Caceres from Puerto Rico was elected to the
AKSF Board.
The history of the Mathematical Kangaroo is mostly a grand success story.
Unfortunately, over the years some countries have seen major disputes concerning who should be authorized to organize the competition. At one point, some
serious legal issues had to be resolved, and the AKSF was forced to seek out
legal assistance. Fortunately, a lawyer from a top law firm, whose services the
AKSF could not otherwise afford, offered pro bono help to the AKSF. This was
simply because he knew about the Kangaroo competition and he liked the idea
of popularizing mathematics through beautiful easy problems very much. With
his help, the AKSF rewrote its bylaws and approved them at the 2017 annual
meeting, providing the AKSF with a very solid legal foundation that allows its
further growth and development.

Applicants and Members of AKSF 2019
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3.1

The years 2019 - 2022 (by Meike Akveld)
Covid 19

At the Annual meeting in Chicago, 2019, I was elected as the new president of
AKSF. I was looking forward to the new job and full of good intentions and
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new ideas. Having been a Board member since 2015 I had worked hard with
Gregor and the whole team to make the Association fit for its new dimensions
and everything promised to run smoothly. That was October 2019. In January
2020 I represented AKSF at the Annual Meeting of the AMS and the MAA in
Denver and also got the first alarming emails from our members in China and
Hong Kong about a ”virus”. I even made a short video statement to wish them
good luck. The annual Kangaroo Day, the third Thursday in March, which
happened to fall on March 19th this year, was rapidly approaching, and so was
the Corona virus. In almost all of our member countries, the schools closed in
mid-March. There was no Kangaroo competition - and I guess this was at that
moment the least of our worries.

Annual Meeting AKSF, 2019, Chicago
Now, more than two and a half years later, Corona is still here. Perhaps
not as present as in March 2020, but who could have imagined what the world
would go through? During this time we all learned a lot and so did the Kangaroo
family. We almost immediately moved our Board meetings to Zoom and with
a heavy heart we also cancelled our - so dear to all - annual meeting in Italy
in 2020 and organised a Zoom conference. 2021 was a little better. There were
still no Board meetings in presence, but the Annual Meeting took place, in
November, in Belgium. It was a hybrid meeting with about one third of our
members present in Antwerp and two thirds online somewhere in the world.
This was not an easy situation and the local organisers, the Kangaroo team
from Belgium, did a tremendous job to make this Meeting the great success it
was. At the time of this writing, we had just completed our Annual Meeting in
Italy. Things are certainly improving, and two-thirds of the members attended
the meeting in presence. We have been learning a lot in the meantime. With
the number of participants dropping significantly in 2020, we started to think
about various ways to keep our competition alive. Online versions were invented,
people collaborated in many ways, and in 2021 and 2022 the numbers went
eventually back up again. We are not yet where we were in 2019, but we are not
giving up. It may well turn out that we will end up keeping some of the new
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ways to run our competition we invented together during the times of strongest
isolation.

Number of participants in the Kangaroo competition

3.2

Collaboration

Article § 2.2 of our By-laws states: The Association will establish friendly relationships with other organizations or international associations having similar
goals. As the new president I took this article to heart and got in touch with
others. You are surely all aware that we should join forces to make mathematics
in particular, and STEM subjects in general, more visible in society and that we
must try to attract more young talents to these subject areas. The pandemic
and also the current crises have made this even more clear.
• The EMS: As a first step we approached the EMS and, after a fruitful
round of exchanges with the Educational Committee, we signed an MOC
in August 2020, see [4], in which we both commit ourselves to the popularisation of mathematics. This was quickly followed by a joint statement
in 2021, see [5] which we addressed to educational authorities, decision
makers and school curriculum reform experts in European countries and
beyond stating the need to promote advancement of mathematical interest
and talent through competitions.
• The WFNMC: As quite a few of our members were already involved in
the World Federation of National Mathematics Competitions, it was only
natural to introduce myself here as well. Due to Covid it took longer than
we had anticipated but in the summer of 2022 I attended their Annual
Conference in Sofia, with many more Kangaroo members, and was elected
as a new Vice President, under the new President Robert Geretschläger,
Treasurer of AKSF and national representative of Austria both in AKSF
and the IMO. So here a strong bridge has been built between two Associations sharing many common goals and I am sure we can look forward to
a fruitful collaboration in the future.
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• Bebras: Through the strong connection at my home institution, the ETH
Zürich, with the computer science department, I was introduced to the
president of the Bebras Competition, Prof. Valentina Dagiene from the
University of Vilnius in Lithuania. A first conversation over lunch gave us
so much material to discuss that a strong friendship was built which we
hope to extend from the personal level to the level of our Associations. Bebras is Kangaroo’s younger sister and is an international initiative aiming
to promote Informatics (Computer Science, or Computing) and computational thinking among school students of all ages. The tasks set at Bebras
and Kangaroo competitions are often very similar in spirit and clearly both
aim to attract good students to our subjects. This year I attended the
Annual Bebras Conference and Valentina attended our Annual Meeting
and I hope that this will be the first step in building a strong collaboration, not only on the level of the international Associations, but also on
the level of national Associations .

3.3

Africa

Under Gregor’s presidency, the number of members had increased dramatically,
but one continent was still almost missing and that was Africa. I am absolutely
convinced that we must get Africa on board the vessel called AKSF for the
following reasons:
• Africa already has 25% of the world population aged 7-18, and this will
climb to 29% by 2030. We need the next generation in order to solve the
problems that we are facing and for that we need young mathematicians,
engineers and scientist. Through Kangaroo we can spread the joy of mathematics and the passion for problem solving and thus motivate this next
generation to actively participate.
• Kangaroo questions are not standard textbook problems and come from a
large variety of topics. Besides inspiring ideas, perseverance and creativity,
they require imagination, basic computational skills, logical thinking and
other problem solving strategies. These questions should also be available
to the children on the African continent. Furthermore, the AKSF question
posers should also learn from the tradition and knowledge that is available
on this continent which will enrich our question data bank.
• Through Kangaroo a strong national network of motivated and engaged
mathematics teachers can be built up.
So my mission was set. As a first step we signed an MOC with the AMU
in November 2021, see [6]. Was it then a coincidence or destiny that my job
at the ETH took me to Ghana in June 2022 for a teaching project at Ashesi
University? During my stay in Ghana I managed to intensify my contacts in
Ghana and Uganda and with the help of Greg Becker from South Africa and
his platform mytutor.chat, we are hoping to get many more African countries
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on board, a first step was taken at the 2022 meeting where we welcomed four
new members from Africa (Ghana, Kenya, Morocco and Uganda).

Members of AKSF after the Annual Meeting in 2022

3.4

Newsletter

As our Association has been growing and growing, which is positive in itself,
people have also started to note with great regret the fact that the familiar
atmosphere is fading and that it is becoming harder to know everyone, let alone
the details of what they are doing in their countries. To compensate a little
for this we have set up a Newsletter. After Joanna Matthiesen from the US
Kangaroo had volunteered to be the Newsletter editor and Özgür Özdemir and
his team from Turkey had offered to take responsibily for the lay out, it was
only a matter of time till the first Issue of our Newsletter came out in June
2021. The Newsletter is planned to be published three times a year and while
it is intended as a publication for and by its members, it is public and can be
read by everyone.
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Conclusion

Despite all the changes the organisation has undergone and despite its growth,
the main focus has remained the same: Kangourou sans Frontières is an international association, which is formed by maths lovers from all over the world.
Motivated by the importance of mathematics in the modern world, their passion
is to spread the joy of mathematics, support mathematical education in school
and promote a positive perception of mathematics in society. The main activity
of Kangourou sans Frontières is designing the annual Kangaroo Mathematics
Competition.
Or, as it is a bit more formally formulated in Article §2.1 of our By-laws: The
Association aims at promoting the dissemination of basic mathematical culture
by every possible means and, particularly, by organizing the Kangaroo game
contest taking place on the same day in all the countries concerned.
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And this is also what drives me and which I will pursue during my next term
as president of AKSF.
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