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es Coaching Over My Head

Math teacher Ralph Banasiak reflects on 
his time as a national-level coach 

“Your son has the potential to go far in MATH-
COUNTS,” I told Kinllen's mother that year. It 
was clear Kinllen was very special. One half of 
my brain congratulated me on my good fortune. 
The other half warned, “Don’t blow it.” I won-
dered if I were up to the task.

Many math coaches harbor similar doubts. Many 
potential math coaches don’t even make it to this 
point. “I know what I am supposed to teach in 
math class,” they tell themselves. “But how can I 
possibly coach competitive math?” Many give up 
before they even try. The deep end of the pool 
looks scary.

My issue was different. Confidence I had in 
spades, having led a math team for 10+ years. 
Binders of challenging math resources stood 
neatly on my shelf. I had even taken two teams 
to the MATHCOUNTS State Competition. Until I 
met Kinllen, however, I had not coached anyone 
whose talent far, far exceeded my own.

I was not even sure how to coach someone to na-
tionals, but was willing to give it my best. I would 
engage the help of an adjunct math professor 
from the local community college. I would sched-
ule extra practice sessions. I would email my own 
engineering son for help. In short, it would be a 
team effort. 

That spring Kinllen earned one of the spots on 
our state’s national team, taking first place in the 
State Competition. At the National Competi-
tion, he placed in the top 20% of students in the 
country. The talent, dedication and many hours of 
practice he devoted to solving problems paid off: 
Kinllen’s journey ended in triumph.

"Self-awareness and self-
reflection—so important in 
day-to-day teaching—are 

critical to a coach."

What did I discover as a coach in over my head? 
I realized my dearth of experience motivated me.  
I learned more math that year than ever before. 
What I lacked in knowledge, I made up for in re-
sources. When problems stumped me, I found 
others who solved them. 

I discovered self-awareness and self-reflection, 
so important in day-to-day teaching, are critical 
to a coach when the stakes are high. Moreover, 
successful coaching, like teaching, cannot de-
pend on me alone.

Read Ralph and Kinllen's full story at 
www.mathcounts.org/newsletters.

EASY WAYS for my students to collaborate
Whether you’re preparing your 
students for the Team Round of 
the Competition Series or just 
want to give them the oppor-
tunity to work together to solve 
math problems, the Interactive 
MATHCOUNTS Platform is a 
fantastic resource!

Powered by NextThought, this re-
source includes multiple current 
and past handbooks and compe-
titions—all for free! 

This resource features awesome 
tools for students to track their 
progress, communicate with each other and get instant feedback on their work. From help-
ful whiteboards and written solutions to group forums and comment boards, the Interactive 
MATHCOUNTS Platform is a great way for you and your Mathletes to work together. 

Both students and teachers can create an account for free online. Register for the 
Competition Series at www.mathcounts.org/compreg so your students can 
put their teamwork to the test! 

Follow Us!
fb.com/mathcounts

@MATHCOUNTS

@mathcountsfoundation
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&that make math fun      PREPARE YOUR MATHLETES TO COMPETE

I need...

lots of practice problems 
One of the best ways a student can prepare for the Com-
petition Series is to solve as many MATHCOUNTS prob-

lems possible. Our problems are unique 
and often require applying more than 

one math skill. That’s what 
makes Mathletes such 
great problem solvers! 

We created 2 free re-
sources to give every 
coach access to lots of 
math problems:

This year’s Handbook 
with full solutions in-
cludes 250 math prob-
lems, plus an answer key 

and step-by-step explanations of how to solve each one. 

Last year’s School, Chapter and State Competitions, 
including answer keys, are available for free online. Use 
these competitions as practice so your Mathletes know 
what to expect on Competition day!

Register at: www.mathcounts.org/compreg 

Copyright MATHCOUNTS, Inc. 2016.  All rights reserved.

Name 

DO  NOT  BEGIN  UNTIL  YOU  ARE INSTRUCTED  

TO  DO  SO.

This section of the competition consists of 30 problems.  You will have 

40 minutes to complete all the problems.  You are not allowed to use 

calculators, books or other aids during this round.  Calculations may 

be done on scratch paper.  All answers must be complete, legible and 

simplified to lowest terms.  Record only final answers in the blanks in 

the left-hand column of the competition booklet.  If you complete the 

problems before time is called, use the remaining time to check your 

answers.  

In each written round of the competition, the required unit for the answer 

is included in the answer blank.  The plural form of the unit is always used, 

even if the answer appears to require the singular form of the unit.  The 

unit provided in the answer blank is the only form of the answer that will 

be accepted.

Total Correct

Scorer’s Initials

Founding SponSorS: National Society of Professional Engineers, National Council of Teachers of Mathematics and CNA Foundation

2017

School Competition

Sprint Round

Problems 1−30
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NatioNal SpoNSorS

Raytheon Company 

Northrop Grumman Foundation

U.S. Department of Defense

National Society of Professional Engineers

CNA Foundation

Phillips 66 

Texas Instruments Incorporated 

3Mgives

Art of Problem Solving

NextThought

I want...

A fun weekly practice activity 
Check out the Problem of the Week 
each week for a new, multi-step math 
problem related to current events. 

This free resource is a great warm-up 
for your math class or team meeting. 
You also can use this as a take-home 
exercise for your students. Solutions to 
the previous week’s problem are post-
ed each Monday. 

Register for this year's MATHCOUNTS 
Competition Series to make your stu-
dents star problem solvers! Go to 
www.mathcounts.org/compreg.

I'd love...

practice my students can 
do on their smartphones I want...

Designed to give Mathletes a fun additional way to prac-
tice, the MATHCOUNTS Trainer features thousands of 
MATHCOUNTS competition and handbook problems—
all for free! 

Created by Art of Problem Solving, the Trainer is available 
as a computer game, as well as an iOS app from the App 
Store. Students can track their progress, compete with 
other app users and see real-time leaderboards.

Train up and then register for the Competition Series at 
www.mathcounts.org/compreg.

to SPICE UP MY TEAM MEETINGS 
WITH SOME engaging videos 

Break up your MATHCOUNTS team meetings or math class instruction with one of our 
MATHCOUNTS Minis! Each Mini gives problem solving tips about a particular math topic 
and walks through how to solve a few sample math problems. Each Mini comes with a 
worksheet, so your students can follow along and test out their own skills.

Starring Richard Rusczyk from Art of Problem Solving, Minis are an ideal way to reinforce 
or introduce a specific math skill in a different way. A new video is released each month, 
and years of archived Minis are available on the MATHCOUNTS website. 

Watch MATHCOUNTS Minis for free and 
participate in the Competition Series by 
registering online today at 
www.mathcounts.org/compreg.

I'd love...

Ralph 
Banasiak 
and Kinl-
len at the 
National 
Competi-
tion.

Don't forget! Register for the MATHCOUNTS 
Competition Series by December 15, 2017.20
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National Sponsors b Raytheon Company b Northrop Grumman Foundation b U.S. Department of Defense b National Society of Professional Engineers b CNA INSURANCE
Phillips 66 b Texas Instruments Incorporated b 3Mgives b Art of Problem Solving b NextThought 

FOUNDING Sponsors b National Society of Professional Engineers b National Council of Teachers of Mathematics b CNA INSURANCE

www.mathcounts.org
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A zoo has 36 total Grizzly bears, 
black bears & polar bears. If 5/6 are 
not polar bears and 25% Are grizzly 

bears, how many are Black bears?



Coaching over my head
Math teacher Ralph Banasiak reflects on his time as a national-level coach 

We both had tears in our eyes. It was March 2015 and the state MATHCOUNTS official had read aloud 
the names of the top 16 Mathletes. My seventh grader wasn’t among them. Disappointed, I sat frozen in 
my seat, not sure what to do.  Without looking at him, I sensed Kinllen felt just as upset. After a moment 
of self-pity, I realized that—win or lose—I was still the coach, Kinllen was still my student and right now he 
needed reassurance. Out of the hotel ballroom where hundreds of Mathletes, coaches and parents were 
still applauding the top 16, he and I slipped into the hallway in search of privacy.

It’s been over a year now, so I don’t recall what I said to him. I don’t remember if my words brought any 
comfort. I don’t even know if any consolation was possible at that point. Disbelief and discouragement 
competed for control of our spirits, both Kinllen and me. Our joint goal, to earn a spot on the Illinois National 
MATHCOUNTS Team, had eluded us. Given all that year’s intense efforts in preparation, the dream seemed 
out of reach entirely.

Every coach—academic or athletic—has faced this situation sooner or later. In fact, every teach-
er, to one degree or another, faces it on a daily basis. Whether it is a 10-point quiz, a semes-
ter exam or the AMC 8 contest, what do you do when results fall short?  How do you pick 
up the pieces and start fresh? How do you prepare your student when you believe you’ve 
already done all you could? What does it mean to be a coach?  In essence, what does it 
mean to be a teacher?

Questions like these flooded my head. One question in particular pressed itself on my spirit: how do you 
coach a student with more talent than you? I mean, here’s a student who knows more math than I do, who 
can explain solutions more simply and elegantly that I can on my best days. With Kinllen, I felt I was in way 
over my head. Was I even the right coach for this gifted Mathlete? I had only one more chance to find out. 
Kinllen was not about to give up. Neither was I.

I had met Kinllen 3 years earlier when the fifth grader enthusiastically joined my public school’s math club 
in a northwest Chicago suburb. I had coached some outstanding junior high Mathletes in my white-haired 
years. I had worked with other very talented students as a volunteer prior to teaching. But there was some-
thing special about this fifth grader. Even back then I saw the gifts he had as a Mathlete—curious, talented 
and willing to work hard. On top of that, he articulated solutions very clearly—straight to the point, concise 
in explanation and clever in approach. 

“Your son has the potential to go far in MATHCOUNTS,” I told his mother that first year. I tried not to elevate 
her hopes too high. But in my own mind, I saw “nationals” written all over him. It was clear that Kinllen was 
very special. He was the Mathlete that every math coach dreams of. One half of my brain congratulated 
me on my good fortune. The other half warned, “Don’t blow it.” I had a big responsibility on my hands and 
wondered if I were up to the task.

“Many math coaches harbor doubts about coaching 
competitive math...Many give up before they even try. 

The deep end of the pool looks scary.”



Many math coaches harbor similar doubts. Many potential math coaches don’t even make it to this point. 
“I know what I am supposed to teach in math class,” they tell themselves. “But how can I possibly coach 
competitive math?” Many give up before they even try. The deep end of the pool looks scary.

My issue was different. Confidence I had in spades, having led a math team for 10+ years.  Binders of 
challenging math resources stood neatly on my shelf. I had even taken two teams beyond regionals to the 
state MATHCOUNTS competition. Until I met Kinllen, however, I had not coached anyone whose 
talent far, far exceeded my own.

So the stakes were high for Kinllen and for me.  As an eighth grader he only had one more shot at nationals. I 
did not want to be the obstacle standing in the way of this gifted Mathlete. I wanted him to make the cut. Yet 
I had no experience taking a student beyond the State Competition. My own internal stress was palpable. I 
was torn between rushing full steam ahead on one hand and acknowledging, on the other hand, that I was 
in some ways an impostor. I could not pretend to be the math coach his parents hoped I would be.

That fall, I emailed Kinllen’s parents and laid out the internal conflict I was having. In so many words, I ad-
mitted my fear of not being able to measure up. I had never coached anyone to nationals, I wanted them 
to know that up front. I was not even sure how to do it, but I was willing to give it my best. I would engage 
the help of an adjunct math professor from the local community college who had assisted our math club.  I 
would schedule extra practice sessions every week. I would email my own engineering son for help solving 
the most difficult problems. In short, I would call in the cavalry. It would be an all-out team effort. I did 
not have to face this by myself.

Kinllen’s parents placed their trust in me. So I put my plan into action. During normal weekly club sessions, 
Kinllen worked harder problem sets than the other Mathletes. On the extra practice days, Kinllen solved 
problems that I had not finished working myself. Even if I had the key with the correct answer, I was often 
stumped actually trying to solve many of the problems. I relied on the community college professor to assist, 
as well as my son in Denver. For some problems, Kinllen and I would put both our heads together to noo-
dle the solution in tandem. For others, I would explain how the same math concept could be used on very 
different types of problems. Still others, I was not able to solve at all—denested radicals, centroids, mass 
points? Huh? 

“Math teachers are, at their very core, problem solvers. 
This was just one more problem to solve.”

Fortunately, Kinllen’s family knew a friend who was brilliant at math and who spent time with him every week-
end solving problems. I had not known about his help until one Saturday I happened upon both of them 
working problems at the public library. At first I was taken aback, but rather than feeling jealous about this 
new coach, I was relieved. Here was another resource to fill in my math gaps.

Kinllen’s preparation for the February MATHCOUNTS Chapter Competition was excellent. His effort earned 
him a third try at the State Competition and his final shot at making the national team.  In the run-up to the 
state contest, however, I began to exhaust my supply of practice materials. My big plan was starting to un-
ravel. But math teachers are, at their very core, problem solvers. This was just one more problem to solve. 



I contacted the Indiana coach who had 20 years experience at the national level in MATHCOUNTS, and 
who was a good friend. He obliged by promptly emailing me several past National Competition tests and 
answer keys. It was all we needed to get ready for state.

That spring Kinllen earned one of the four spots on 
our state’s national team, taking first place in the State 
Competition. Tears welled up in both our eyes again—
this time for a very different reason. At the 2016 Ray-
theon MATHCOUNTS National Competition in Wash-
ington, DC, he placed in the top 20% of Mathletes 
in the country. The talent, dedication and many hours 
of practice that he devoted to solving problems of all 
kinds paid off handsomely for him. Kinllen’s journey 
ended in triumph.

So despite all my self-doubts, what did I discover 
about coaching in the deep end? Of course, being 
able to motivate your charges is essential for any 
coach. Celebrating their achievements, leading the 
cheers—these are key to successful coaching. But 
then setting even higher goals, for your Mathletes as 
well as for yourself, is all part of the role. 

As a coach in over my head, I also realized that my 
dearth of experience motivated me.  I learned more 
math that year than ever before. What I lacked in 
knowledge, I made up for in resources. When prob-
lems stumped me, I found others who solved them. When materials grew scarce, I sought others who 
shared.  Ego was not allowed to get in the way.

“Self-awareness and self-reflection—so important 
in day-to-day teaching—are critical to a coach.”

Finally, what I discovered about the deep end was that self-awareness and self-reflection—so important in 
day-to-day teaching—are critical to a coach when the stakes are high. Moreover, successful coaching, 
like teaching, cannot depend on me alone. In the deep end, it is easy to feel overwhelmed, 
to consider quitting and to slowly start sinking, sinking, sinking into self-doubt.  
What leads to success is reaching out to colleagues, to parents and to 
experienced others when the challenges feel way over your head.

Learn more about the MATHCOUNTS Competition 
Series at www.mathcounts.org/competition. 

Ralph Banasiak and Kinllen at the 2016 Raytheon 
MATHCOUNTS National Competition.


