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“Healthy” Competition in the Classroom: 

Everyday across America at school board meetings, at weekly teacher meetings, or even 

at PTA meetings, there are discussions whether or not competition in the classroom should be 

totally eliminated. Over the past several years, educators, administrators, and school board 

members consider a curriculum that favors competition being overlooked all together. Focus has 

shifted from trying your “personal best” to mediocrity. It is important to raise awareness about 

why educators should not loose sight of how essential competition is to young children and how 

the implementation of “healthy” competition in the classroom will prepare a child for life after 

school days. Schools that eliminate competition completely in their curriculums are at risk of the 

negative affects placed on each individual’s ability to what all Americans need most today: the 

ability to compete in today’s world.   

According to the Free Dictionary.com (2012), competition is a test of skill or ability; a 

contest. A competitive goal structure is one in which learners perceive that they will be rewarded 

based on comparisons with their past performance and/or with other learners. There are many 

different types of Competition: Individual Competition, Group Competition, Classroom 

Competition and Regional Competition. 

  

What Do People Really think? 

 Competition is a sore subject for some educators. There are so many schools of thought 

on it, that it boggles the mind. Should we teach our students to compete? Is it wrong to teach 

children that everyone is a winner, if everyone is not trying? Does this mentality lead children to 

believe that not attempting or reaching for a goal is okay? What kind of world would that be for 

the future? 
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 Many of us have had very positive experiences with competition as students, as athletes, 

as students in the classroom, or as participants in academic contests. Others have had feelings 

that weren't so positive, perhaps distressing or even painful. We live in an age of increasing 

competition for just about everything. There are those who firmly believe people everywhere 

love to compete. Then there are those who claim competition benefits only the winners, leaving 

behind a group of demoralized losers drowning in the wake of the successful (Fortress Learning, 

2011). 

 According to a Poll conducted by Education Debates (2010), on the question whether or 

not competition is necessary in the learning process, 56% of the people said YES and 44% 

responded NO.  

“YES”, says WackyDel, one of the individuals polled, “Competition is a way of Life. 

Life is a competition, we compete in everything we do, their is no getting around it, we can try to 

fool ourselves that it does not or should not exist in certain settings but it does. We should not 

make competition out to be a bad thing, because it is really a good motivational factor. When we 

as individuals try to excel, we compete against ourselves to make ourselves better, if we are at 

the top of our game, we have to challenge ourselves in order to remain at the top of our game. In 

all avenues of life and work, the chances of you as an individual being the only one that is 

striving to reach a certain goal is hardly ever the case. It would be fair to say, there will always 

be others that are also striving for that goal, so yes there is a level of competition. We as 

individuals can either accept that or push it off to the side and be complacent, but the ones who 

keep this thought in the back of their mind are normally the ones who keep on pushing forward 

and being.” 

 Danielle Danara (2008), ask educators to just think about it, if there were no competitions 

in the classroom would the kids nowadays want to strive to be better or just go to school and get 

through without really having achieved anything. If there were no competitions then why even 
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bother, there wouldn't be good teams or professional leagues or anything of such. If competition 

doesn't start in the classroom where are we going to get our world-class athletes, let alone 

brilliant minded people who are going be discovering new advances in science and technology? 

 

The World that we live in is Competitive. 

The world that we live in is competitive, sometimes very competitive. Competition is all 

around us and very difficult to escape. As adults people compete for jobs, money, and even 

parking spots. We are always competing. The question that many raise is do we want to start this 

competition aspect in our schools? Should we be using competition as a learning method? Some 

say that with competition being a part of the everyday world, why not?  We are currently in an 

era where we teach adolescents that everyone wins and no one can actually fail. If the 

professional world is ruled by competition, why shouldn’t we expose our children of such 

competition as early as possible?  

 According to Katharine Birbalsingh (2011), competition in educational settings is nothing 

new. Science fairs, spelling bees, and interscholastic debates have been around for a long time; 

however, these traditions of competition, which we celebrate, have become unfashionable in the 

classroom. Now innovation requires that children never be given grades, and never be allowed to 

know where they stand in comparison to their peers. 

 According to Tom Verhoeff (1997), education and competition are two universal 

ingredients of all human cultures, in fact, of almost all animal life. Humans have always 

considered education and competition important issues, both in the past and in the present. Of 

course, there have been fluctuations in emphasis and much has changed throughout the centuries.  

 The truth is that allowing children to win and lose naturally stimulates their desire to 

succeed and motivates them to try harder. Killing motivation and aspiration encourages bad 
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behavior in children, and this is why we have constant chaos in some of our classrooms 

(Birbalsingh, 2011).  

 

Competition in the Classroom has unfairly been stigmatized. 

 According to Mark Pullen (2007), a third grade teacher in East Grand Rapids, 

Michigan, competition in the classroom has unfairly been stigmatized by many educators, to the 

point where many of us absolutely refuse to introduce anything competitive into our school year.   

 Some districts have even cancelled spelling bees, quit naming valedictorians, and stopped 

announcing honor rolls due to concerns about the possible detrimental affects of such practices.  

Grade inflation is becoming another way to eliminate competition. 

 Mark adds, that the Dean of Admissions at one California College, stated, “Some high 

schools are honoring as many as 50 to 100 valedictorians.  No more honor rolls, valedictorians or 

letter grades.” One school in Santa Monica, California even banned the game of Tag, as the 

principal felt is it creates self-esteem issues (Pullen, 2007). 

It is time for us to move past this extreme fear of competition in our schools, back to a 

balanced view where “healthy” competition can be one tool in the teacher’s arsenal.  We should 

teach students how to win and lose gracefully and help them to develop some tenacity to 

overcome obstacles that appear in their way (Pullen, 2007). 

Students will face losing many times in the real world: a job offer that goes to someone 

else, a scholarship they don’t win, or a promotion they don’t receive.  Will we have the courage 

to help these future losers to become resilient when faced with adversity?  Or, by eliminating 

competition entirely, will we teach them that losing is something so dreadful that it must be 

avoided at all costs? (Pullen, 2007).  
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Competiveness is a Natural Inclination of Human Beings. 

 Competitive environments take advantage of the apparently natural inclination of human 

beings to develop and enhance their own self-esteem by comparing their own performance to 

that of others. There is considerable evidence that especially for extremely high-performing 

students competitive environments stimulate higher levels of learning and performance than 

would be likely to occur in non-competitive environments. In the field of sports, it is a truism 

that teams are likely to improve when their competition improves. The role of competition is 

likewise obvious in business: competitors encourage businesses to provide their best products 

and services. Competition plays a comparable role in education: many students thrive on 

favorable comparisons to other students. Schools that introduce academic competitions (e.g., 

science bowls) that are similar to athletic events often find that students benefit tremendously 

from the motivation and recognition that accompany the competition. “Healthy” competition has 

advantages, which make it desirable for use in instructional settings (Vockell, 2011). 

 

Potential Benefits of Competition: 

Competition should always be focused on maximizing the preparation, effort and resources of 
the student… 
 
“Healthy” Competition in the Classroom will INCREASE: 
 • Self-efficacy 
 • Level of Involvement 
 • Level of Impact 
 • Level of effort into the product 
 • Ability to Cooperate 
 • Resilience 
 • Attention/Interest 
 • Listening and Concentration  
 
“Healthy” Competition in the Classroom will: 
 • Enhance Vocabulary  
 • Encourage Higher-Level thinking  
 • Exercise Spatial Abilities  
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 • Teach Good Sportsmanship  
 • Develop Healthy Communication and a Sense of humor 
 • Aid in Behavior Management 
 
“Healthy” Competition in the Classroom will DECREASE: 
 • Opportunities for Failure 
 • Learned Helplessness 
 • Boredom 
 
 
Competitions have much to offer in Education. 

 According to Tom Verhoeff (1997), competitions have much to offer in education (no 

matter what your point of view is), that competitions are a good measure of how well a discipline 

is accepted and integrated into the curriculum (a healthy, diverse set of competition events is a 

positive sign, whereas a lack of good competitions may in some cases be interpreted as a 

negative sign), that competitions should be further developed (in all diversity; you can use the 

checklist to put together a competition of your own liking),that organizing a good competition is 

a major challenge, (in particular, the follow-up is important but very labor-intensive), that 

competitive desires can be exploited to incorporate technology into the curriculum (however, 

competition should not be the only way to do so),that competitions should enjoy broader 

acceptance in the (international) arena of education, and that competitions should receive more 

support and attention from the academic and industrial worlds and from governments. 

 

Why Competition in the Classroom? 

 First, competition may generate interest and excitement in topics or tasks that would 

otherwise be of limited interest to students. Team-based competitive approaches (e.g., class-wide 

games) may be especially effective at making instructional material more enjoyable and 

engaging. Good and Brophy (2008), suggest that competitive classroom activities may be 

appropriate if all students have a chance to win, and when a team approach is used rather than 
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individually based evaluations. These practices may reduce the likelihood that the same students 

are always the winners and losers, in which the losers become embarrassed and demoralized. 

Further, competition between groups (using a team-based approach) may increase cooperation 

within groups, as students are unified in working towards a common goal (i.e., outperforming the 

other teams) (Sharon Nichols, 2009). 

 Second, competitive approaches may be appropriate within the context of behavior 

management, such as when the teacher is attempting to reduce disruptive behaviors and increase 

positive behaviors. For example, interventions such as the Good Behavior Game and its 

variations (Tingstrom, Sterling-Turner, & Wilczynski, 2006) use team-based competition to 

motivate students and modify their behaviors. These approaches provide examples of effective 

uses of competition in the classroom, as they often result in reduced disruptive behaviors and 

increased on-task and prosocial behaviors among large numbers of students. These interventions 

often involve either providing a predetermined reward (e.g., free time, tangibles, spending time 

with teachers or other adults) to the team with the fewest behavioral infractions over a certain 

time period or providing a reward to all teams that earn fewer than a predetermined number of 

behavioral infractions over a certain time period. Such competition-based behavior management 

strategies can also increase academically relevant behaviors such as work completion.  

 Third, some argue that competition in the classroom will prepare students for competition 

in their lives beyond school (i.e., the workplace). The reasoning behind this argument is that if all 

classroom tasks are cooperative, students may become overly dependent on their classmates 

when completing academic tasks and may be unable to perform in competitive or individual 

contexts in the future (Sharon Nichols, 2009). 
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Competitive Contexts: Unique learning and growth opportunities.  

 Competitive contexts offer unique learning and growth opportunities. The primary goal in 

a classroom is to help students become familiar with the feelings and tendencies that can emerge 

and take a thoughtful and intentional approach to their participation within the competitive 

context. Teaching students how to deal with competition could be compared to sex education. 

We are not endorsing any particular behavior; we are assuming that students may find 

themselves in situations where knowledge and a proactive mindset could be valuable. They 

should have a healthy and informed approach to it (Shindler, 2009).  

 In most cases, the competitive context brings out feelings in students that seem natural. In 

a sense, these feelings are natural; however, they are not going to lead to a feeling of natural 

happiness and peace (i.e., the natural condition). Students should receive guidance to see that 

feelings that competition brings out are normal and predictable but not necessary. Feelings such 

as worrying about losing, needing to win to feel good about oneself, needing the drama of the 

competition to feel interested, or being so worried about the outcome that one looses focus on the 

process are all normal but ultimately dysfunctional habits of mind. We must help students 

recognize these normal tendencies and replace them with more functional thinking to guide their 

choices and define their state of mind during a competitive experience (Shindler, 2009).  

 

Goals of Healthy Competition being utilized in the Classroom 
  

 • The primary goal is fun. 
 • The competitive goal is not “valuable/real” nor is it characterized that way. 
 • The learning and/or growth goal is conspicuously characterized as valuable. 
 • The competition has a short duration and is characterized by high energy. 
 • There is no long-term effect from the episode. 
 • All individuals or groups see a reasonable chance of winning. 
 • The students all firmly understand these points. 
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Competition: Central to School and Lifelong Achievement 

 According to Dr. Syliva Rimm Ph. D. (2010), a psychologist, a director of Family 

Achievement Clinic in Cleveland, Ohio and a clinical professor at Case Western Reserve School 

of Medicine; winning can be exhilarating and motivating for all children, and all children can 

learn from losing experiences. The ability to function in competition is central to school and 

lifelong achievement. Underachievers haven’t learned the techniques of competing. Although 

they may win happily, they haven’t learned to recover after losses. They lose their tempers, make 

excuses, quit, avoid effort and don’t take the risk of working unless they’re certain to win. 

 Children can learn to creatively view their failures and losses as learning experiences. 

When failure occurs, they can identify the problems, remedy the deficiencies, reset their goals, 

and grow from their experiences. As coping strategies, they can laugh at their errors, determine 

to work harder, and/or redesign their achievement goals. Most important, they can see 

themselves as falling short of a goal, not falling short as people (Rimm, 2010). 

 Children should be taught to identify creative alternatives for their losses or failures. 

They can recognize that even very talented people cannot be “Number 1” in everything, but that 

every person has areas in which they’re talented. Children shouldn’t feel insecure or threatened 

by an occasional setback, nor should they receive too much sympathy (Rimm, 2010). 

 A questioning approach, rather than a lecture, may better help children understand that 

(1) they cannot always win, (2) disappointment doesn’t mean they’re failures, (3) the particular 

experience simply wasn’t as successful as they had hoped it would be, (4) everyone would like to 

be smarter than they are, and especially, (5) the main goal is to play the learning game at their 

best performance level, regardless of their competitive ranking. Effort counts (Dr. Rimm, 2010). 

 Teaching “healthy” competition is not going to be easy but by enthusiastically sharing 

your students’ victories and commiserate with their defeats, remind them from time to time that 
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regardless of performance, there’s always someone better than them and always someone worse. 

Explain to your students first place is only temporary. If they’re first on one level, they’ll soon be 

competing on a higher level with others who were also first (Dr. Rimm, 2010). 

 While students are winning, they can learn to notice, admire, and communicate their 

admiration to other performers. They’ll feel better about jealousy as they admire others. 

In order to develop a skill in which children lack confidence, they should learn to compete first 

with their own past performance (personal best). After learning personal best competition, they 

can try team competition where they share winning or losing with others (Dr. Rimm, 2010). 

 

The Proper Age to Introduce “Healthy” Competition: 

 The introduction of “ healthy” competition from as early as Kindergarten is the key to a 

good understanding of the concept; while only an introduction stage is necessary until Grade 3. 

Students in Grade Levels 3-6 are old enough to separate themselves from outcomes within 

competitive tasks – if we support them in doing so. A taste of healthy competition in schools can 

help the intermediate age student make sense of and navigate other competitive contexts. After 

seventh grade, students are mature enough to understand many of the natural tendencies, both 

healthy and unhealthy, that will surface from within during a competitive context. A reasonable 

amount of healthy competition, led by an adult who helps the students remain intentional and 

aware, can be justified from middle school onward (Shindler, 2009). 
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The Suggestion:  
Maintain Healthy Competitive environments in Classrooms 
 
 The suggestion is to maintain “healthy” competitive environments in the classrooms. 

“Healthy” competition is good for all students and this discovery must be part of comprehensive 

school reform efforts. To achieve this reform, educators must work together to build networks 

within their school community. Educators have a wide influence on how our students and 

children view the world and the idea of competition; educators have the opportunity to shape our 

students views. Educators must also establish a way to create “Healthy” competition in 

classroom by way of developing meaningful content & lessons plans, this will be critical for the 

success of all students.  

 Educators are encouraged to be mindful when deciding whether to use competition in the 

classroom and to be able to articulate a well-reasoned rationale for using competition, just as 

they would for any other instructional decision. Specifically, they ought to be able to explain 

how making a particular task or activity competitive will enhance students' learning and 

motivation. They ought to consider how using competition may be harmful to students in this 

situation. They ought to be able to identify instructional benefits to using competition. They 

ought to consider from the students' perspective what the stakes involved in winning and losing 

are. Addressing these considerations will likely help educators apply competition appropriately 

in the classroom (Sharon Nichols, 2009). 

 All of these considerations require knowledge, planning and structure in order to teach 

competition successfully. Both students and educators have much to gain by structuring a 

classroom and a school environment that includes a good balance of “healthy” competition 

(Vockell, 2011). 
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How To Structure Healthy Competition 

 Educators must structure the competition so that all participants have a good chance of 

winning. There are many ways to do this: ask different questions to people of different abilities; 

arrange the students in teams so that abilities even out; or introduce an element of chance into the 

competition (Vockell, 2011).  

1. Have students compete against themselves rather than against other students. By  

  evaluating students on the basis of their own personal gains, we can give everyone 

  an opportunity to succeed. In fact, since the weakest students have the most room  

  for improvement, this procedure can even give an advantage to the very students  

  who are usually at a disadvantage (Vockell, 2011). 

2. Combine competitive environments with cooperative environments in order to  

  derive the benefits of both. Have students work together on a team to compete  

  against other teams. If a competition will reward combined group scores on a test, 

  then a weak student who raises his score from 60% to 80% can contribute more to 

  a team than a strong student who raises her score from 90% to 100% (Vockell,  

  2011). According to Simon Attle (2010), “A properly balanced approach   

  combining cooperation and competition is important in fostering student learning  

  as it serves students as they are able to achieve academic success both in concert  

  with others on their team and on an individual basis within the team”. 

3. Reward effort and improvement as well as pure performance. This does not mean  

  to reward effort and improvement instead of performance – reward effort and  

  improvement as well as performance (Vockell, 2011). 
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3 Rules for Valuable Outcomes of “Healthy” Competition 

 There are essentially three types of “valuable or real” outcomes. They are: a) material 

things of value – this includes privileges that have a substantive impact; b) the teacher’s 

conspicuous and/or lasting affection; and c) recorded grades. When we give students a 

meaningful reward for winning, the winning becomes important, and we make a statement that 

students should care at least as much about getting the reward as they do about the quality of 

their effort. Recall the discussion of motivation: when we do this we have extracted the intrinsic 

motivation from the situation by introducing an extrinsic reward (Shindler, 2009). 

 Second: the shorter the life of the competition the more likely it is to have a beneficial 

effect. The length of the contest increases its sense of prominence and decreases its sense of 

intensity and fun – both undesirable effects. For example, if we keep track of the number of 

books each student has read over the course of the semester and post the tally on the classroom 

wall, the initial effect may be an increased motivation to read. We initially may assume the 

strategy is effective. However, as the contest goes on we notice that students are reading books 

just for the sake of winning the contest and will have an incentive to falsify the number of books 

they have read. Over time we will notice the competition is becoming less fun and increasingly 

burdensome. At the end of the year the competition will have produced one somewhat happy and 

very relieved student, many students who feel unhappy about losing, a good number who will 

feel a little unhappy but highly relieved that the chart is no longer being held over their heads to 

shame them (Shindler, 2009). 

 Third: the leader of the competition must place a conspicuous emphasis on process over 

product. If winning is the point, students will take on a “just do what it takes” attitude. If students 

are encouraged to value the process, they will feel justified in staying focused on the learning 

outcome and feel assured that it is okay to put their attention into quality as the primary goal. 
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However, facilitating this mindset is only possible when the context itself does not place so much 

value on winning that the leader’s emphasis falls on deaf ears. The two first principles are 

prerequisite (Shindler, 2009). 

 

The Most Healthy & Beneficial Competitions are: 
 •  Exclusively undertaken for symbolic value (“good job, you won,” “polite applause for  
     the winners,” “congratulations to group four they came up with some great ideas and     
     won the contest”). 
 •  Short and Sweet. 
 •  Characterized by all participants feeling that they have a chance to win. 
 •  Have the process and quality of work given conspicuous value and the product of the     
     winning given a conspicuously low level of importance. 
 
Remember too… Be sure to always strike the T-A-R-G-E-T  (Burgess, 2011) 
 •    T: Task  
      Task must be meaningful. 
 •    A: Autonomous  
      Allow Students to make decisions autonomously. 
 •    R: Recognition 
      Provide students with recognition and positive feedback. 
 •    G: Groups 
       Keep Dynamics in mind when building groups for competition. 
 •    E: Evaluate  
      Evaluate the individual’s performance and include feedback on  
      how to improve. Allow peers to evaluate each other. 
 •    T: Time 
                 Choose the right time to hold competition. High Pressure = High Preparation. 
 
 
Competition in Groups Found to Work. 

 According to Edward Vockell (2011), human beings do not act in isolation; their 

behavior is often strongly influenced by their associations with other people. The dynamics of 

classroom interactions is often an important feature in student motivation. 

 According to Fortress Learning (2011), most competitions have been aimed more at the 

individual level than the group level. However, creative teachers and instructors find different 

methods for injecting group competition. With an increasing emphasis on group activities in 

learning environments, it is not surprising some teachers and instructors look for ways to build 
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some kind of cross-group competition into their structured learning environments as well. One of 

the supposed benefits is increased group cohesion and morale. 

 For some teachers, using games that result in group points can be a useful tool to bring a 

heightened level of attention and importance to certain group skills. This practice can fall in the 

healthy column, if it is done thoughtfully and deliberately. Above all, it is important to make a 

clear distinction among – that, which is graded academically, that which is rewarded/graded for 

investment in the process/participation, and that, which is given points (Fortress Learning, 2011).  

 

Conclusion 

 After reading the material provided above it is evident that it is important to raise 

awareness about why schools should not lose sight of how essential competition is to young 

children and how the proper implementation of “healthy” competition will prepare a child for life 

after school days. According to Straight A’s: Public Education Policy and Progress (2009), 

America cannot maintain its place in the world economically, social, or cultural unless all of its 

students gain the skills that allow them to compete on a globe scale. As a result of today’s trends, 

American workers are competing not only with skilled workers here, but also with those living in 

far-away places. This is a solid fact that supports the need to introduce competition to children 

from an early age. Competition is obviously vital in the growth of a child. If they don't learn it in 

school where they can be monitored and kept under control by teachers and parents, how are 

they going to survive in the real world, let alone in college where they are going to be away from 

their parents’ supervision? Competition in the classroom is going to help not only a child’s 

mental growth but also prepare them for the real world in time to come. We do not want children 

who cannot think for themselves well enough to survive the real world. We want to create 

children who are going to be brilliant and lead our world in advances that we could never dream 
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of (Danara, 2008). 

 “Healthy” competition can help students from a very young age to become successful and 

make him or her work alertly all the time. Educators must recognize the benefits of “healthy” 

competition. Educators must accept that competition can, and often does, produce excellent 

results. When implemented correctly, competition can prod our students in the right direction, 

helping them to desire better work for themselves. Competition makes students’ think beyond 

what he or she already has planned or thought prior. Overtime, competition makes a student 

work all the time with planning, aliveness and attentiveness. Competition can ensure that 

students can be safe from being and idle (Karimkhan, 2010). If competition is used as a method 

to explore and explain content as opposed to formally evaluating a student, competition can 

increase the learning in the classroom by increasing the motivation to learn. Academic 

competitions that aim at developing problem solving strategies and communicating with others 

have been proved to be meaningful at improving the performance of students. According to Eric 

Hanushek (2002), results from a study done on the effect of “healthy” competition in schools 

suggest that competition raises teacher quality and improves the overall quality of education.  

 So if you are among the educators that are still asking if students should be protected 

from real world experiences they need to learn and protected from real life situations such as 

competition, comparisons, and the labeling of winner and loser; the answer is that eventually 

students will need to compete. A thoughtful and intentional use of “healthy” competition has its 

place. When the correct balance is struck, competition is a healthy part of life that helps every 

individual succeed. Educators must make sure students of all ages learn the essential lesson  

of competition. 
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