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The virtual EGMO: creative ways to address the disruption

Quintijn Puite, Sietske Tacoma

Quintijn Puite
Eindhoven School of Education
Technische Universiteit Eindhoven
g.w.q.puite@tue.nl

Event EGMO 2020

The virtual EGMO:;

Sietske Tacoma

Instituut voor Arbeid en Organisatie
Hogeschool Utrecht
sietske.tacoma@hu.nl

creative ways to address
the disruption

The European Girls’ Mathematical Olympiad (EGMO) 2020 was planned to be held in the
Netherlands, in Egmond aan Zee. Eventually, the competition took place as a purely virtual
event because of the COVID-19 pandemic. In this report, Quintijn Puite and Sietske Tacoma
tell us more about how the transition to an online event and remote competition worked out.

Students sitting the paper

The European Girls’ Mathematical Olympi-
ad (EGMO) 2020 was planned to be held in
the Netherlands, in Egmond aan Zee. Three
years ago, we started our preparations for
EGMO 202o0: building up the organisation,
getting the support of the Ministry of Ed-
ucation, Culture and Science, looking for
sponsors and other funds, launching a pre-
liminary website.

At the beginning of March, we were
ready for hosting more than 500 peo-
ple in hotel Zuiderduin in Egmond aan
Zee. Our Logistics Committee had every-
thing ordered and ready: backpacks with
EGMO 2020-logo serving as goody bags,
bloc-notes, water bottles, 15000 sheets
of contest paper. The medals were on
their way from China. Some members of
the mathematical community would have
helped as coordinators; their main task
would have been correcting the work of
the contestants on a particular problem
and checking the marks with the leaders of
these contestants. Apart from these 40 co-
ordinators, more than 140 other volunteers
would have been involved, as team guide,
invigilator, crew, or organiser, to make sure
the whole event would run smoothly for
the more than 200 contestants and their
120 mentors.

On 13 March we had to take the deci-
sion to cancel the physical event. As Or-
ganising Committee, we took some time to
come up with a plan B. Cancel the present
edition of the EGMO and host it in anoth-
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EGMO

The European Girls’ Mathematical Olym-
piad is an international mathematics
competition similar in style to the Inter-
national Mathematical Olympiad (IMO).
The EGMO was initiated by the United
Kingdom, where the first edition took
place in Cambridge in 2012. The contest
entails two papers, each consisting of
three problems, taken on consecutive
days. Participating countries send teams
consisting of four female mathemati-

cians of school age. The EGMO was cre-
ated to encourage more girls to discover
and further develop their mathematical
talent. The contest not only offers these
girls the opportunity to excel at an inter-
national competition level, but also to
meet other girls with a talent for mathe-
matics. Both the competition and these
encounters can contribute to these girls
developing their mathematics talent and
choosing, for example, a specialisation
in science.
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er year? Postpone the present edition until
September? Or turn it into a virtual event?
On 25 March, exactly three weeks before
the start, we decided for this third option.
Our main motivation was that it was far
from sure that we could organise a phys-
ical event just a couple of months later,
while at the same time more than 200
girls all over the world had qualified them-
selves to participate in this year's EGMO,
not next year’s.

Naturally, this implied that in this year’s
EGMO everything would be different. Many
of the participants were encountering dif-
ficult times, being locked in their houses,
worrying about relatives or friends. We did
not ignore this background; this was the
state of the world and all of us (contes-
tants, leaders and organisers) had to deal
with it. We are happy our sponsors kept
supporting this new form of the EGMO.

=

1T

Cube mosaic design contest

Our Ceremonies Committee turned the
Opening and Closing Ceremony into very
sparkling virtual versions. The team parade
for the Opening Ceremony consisted of pic-
tures that all delegations had sent in be-
forehand, yielding very creative contribu-
tions. Tom Verhoeff presented a lecture on
Lehmer’s dance, a theme that would have
been present in the real Opening Ceremo-
ny as well. In the Closing Ceremony, Dutch
minister of Education, Culture and Science
Ingrid van Engelshoven encouraged par-
ticipants to keep developing and enjoying
their talent.

For the contest itself, many contestants
sat the papers at their homes, one of their
parents being in charge as invigilator un-
der the responsibility of the team leader.
After having received the scans of the
participants’ work, the leaders and depu-
ty leaders could start marking the scripts.
Our coordinators —still 20 coordinators
were involved — came up with very elab-
orate marking schemes. Moreover, we had
set up a forum on which leaders could ask
questions, e.g. about how to mark certain
scripts or how to interpret the marking
schemes. The forum has been extensively
used and played an indispensable role in
the quality of the marking process.

After the contest, we organised a lot of
online activities, such as a virtual visit to the
flower gardens of the Keukenhof (a physical
visit was planned in the original set up),
a nail art challenge, a cube mosaic design
contest and a bingo. For this bingo, con-
testants had to reach out to others, for in-
stance via Instagram or using the contestant
forum. Interviews with contestants were
published on our YouTube-channel and our
website, contestants could submit their fa-
vourite song to a radio EGMO playlist, and
one of our sponsors organised a live chat

with contestants. For an impression of the
whole week, take a look at our compilation
video on our YouTube-channel [1].

We hope that this year’s EGMO, although
far from what everybody originally had
been expecting, has brought some happi-
ness. We believe that working on the ex-
tremely challenging maths problems was a
nice distraction in these difficult times and
that meeting other contestants and staying
in touch via social media was fun (although
not the same as physical encounters). We
are very happy to have received so much
positive feedback about the fact that EGMO
was able to go on in this way and how we
turned it into something to remember.

We thank all sponsors for their gener-
ous support: ING and Ministry of Educa-
tion as gold sponsors; ASML, Diamant, IBM
SPSS Fund, G-research, Optiver, STAR-clus-
ter, University Leiden and W&I Outreach as
silver sponsors; Cito, Freudenthal Institute,
Jane Street, NDNS+-cluster, NVvW, Spinoza
Fund, St. Michaél College and Keylane as
bronze sponsors.

The winning countries of EGMO 2020
were Russian Federation, Serbia and Ro-
mania. The Dutch team became 31st out of
52 participating countries. Hanne Snijders
(17, Rotterdam), Ana Mekerishvili (17, Den
Haag) and Kati Overbeeke (17, Eindhoven)
all won a bronze medal. In total 52 bronze
medals were handed out, 41 silver med-
als and 19 gold medals, which have been
shipped over the world last summer. 4

An earlier version of this article appeared in the
33rd EWM newsletter [2].
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