Putnam (Mathematical Association of America’s William Lowell Putnam Competition) http://www.maa.org/awards/putnam.html
  (as described on their website:)

The William Lowell Putnam Mathematical Competition is an annual contest for college students established in 1938 in memory of its namesake. Cash prizes for the top five teams in recent years ranged from $25,000 to $5,000. Recent cash prizes for the top five individuals have been $2,500 each. The Elizabeth Lowell Putnam Prize was established in 1992 to be "awarded periodically to a woman whose performance on the Competition has been deemed particularly meritorious". Recent winners of the Elizabeth Lowell Putnam prize have received $1,000. Over the years many of the winners of the Putnam competition have become distinguished mathematicians. A number of them have received the Fields Medal and several have won the Nobel Prize in Physics.

(Note: Fields Medal is the equivalent of Nobel in Mathematics)

Orlando’s Comment: Putnam seems to be a big deal among colleges, since hundreds participate annually and majority of them conduct formal practice sessions with faculty guidance. It is held on the first Saturday in December. Each college can send as many students as they wish, but it must designate three participants as members of its official team prior to the competition - hence the close guidance and observation by faculty members.

With the apparently intense level of participation, it is easy to conclude that the colleges desire the prestige of doing well in Putnam!

I compiled the following table (1938-2003) using “my” scoring formula with the past top-ranking data (1938-1941: top 3 only, 1942-1958: top 4 only, 1959 on: top 5 only).
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	(Scoring: Each 1st place finish=5 pts, 2nd=4pts, 3rd=3 pts, 4th=2pts, 5th=1 pt)
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Rank
	Accum
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	No Of Yrs

In Top 5
	First Year
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	Last Year
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	Harvard
	1
	200
	50
	1947
	2003

	MIT
	2
	106
	35
	1939
	2004

	CalTech
	3
	88
	28
	1950
	2004

	Princeton
	4
	62
	23
	1965
	2004

	Toronto
	5
	59
	17
	1938
	2000

	Waterloo
	6
	45
	16
	1968
	2004

	Washington, St Louis
	7
	40
	11
	1976
	1997

	Duke
	8
	38
	10
	1990
	2004

	Chicago
	9
	30
	10
	1966
	1999

	Cornell
	10
	29
	9
	1951
	1995

	Yale
	11
	26
	11
	1940
	1991

	UC Berkeley
	12
	25
	10
	1960
	2002

	Brooklyn
	13
	22
	5
	1939
	1963

	Michigan State
	14
	19
	5
	1961
	1968

	Columbia
	15
	17
	5
	1938
	1957

	Brooklyn Polytechnic Inst
	16
	14
	3
	1952
	1959

	CCNY
	17
	12
	5
	1942
	1948

	UC Davis
	18
	11
	3
	1971
	1984

	Case Western Reserve
	19
	10
	4
	1959
	1978

	Rice
	20
	10
	4
	1969
	1989

	Queens
	21
	10
	3
	1952
	1962

	Pennsylvania
	22
	9
	3
	1941
	1963

	Stanford
	23
	8
	5
	1979
	2002

	Carnegie Inst of Technology
	24
	8
	3
	1946
	1987

	Michigan
	25
	6
	4
	1966
	1999

	British Columbia
	26
	5
	2
	1973
	1974

	Dartmouth
	27
	5
	2
	1961
	1962

	Harvey Mudd
	32
	4
	2
	1991
	2003

	Maryland
	28
	4
	2
	1980
	1981

	Oberlin
	29
	4
	1
	1972
	

	UCLA
	30
	4
	2
	1962
	1968

	Miami
	31
	3
	1
	1993
	

	Cooper Union
	33
	3
	1
	1951
	

	New York
	34
	3
	1
	1950
	

	Mississippi Woman's
	35
	3
	1
	1939
	

	Swarthmore
	36
	2
	1
	1972
	

	IIT
	37
	2
	1
	1970
	

	Manitoba
	38
	2
	1
	1958
	

	Kenyon
	39
	2
	1
	1955
	

	McGill (tie)
	40
	2
	1
	1948
	

	Kansas
	41
	1
	1
	1968
	


Not so coincidentally, almost all of the top colleges so ranked by the US News & World Report in recent years appear in the above table. Unfortunately, data beyond the included ranks are not available. Otherwise a more reasonable approach to compile the table would be to include the top 20. In which case many top colleges (e.g. Brandeis, Brown, Emory, Johns Hopkins, Northwestern, Notre Dame, Vanderbilt, etc.) would have been included, and others (e.g. Harvey Mudd, Michigan, Stanford, etc.) would have been positioned higher.

Many participating colleges in the early years were from New York since Putnam originated there. As Putnam became more national, many of the New York colleges began to lose their places among the top rankings.

Here’s a quote from one participating (but has seldom ranked near the top) college’s math department website: “…We will need to prepare a preliminary list of candidates within the first two weeks of Fall quarter. The final list of team members and alternates will be decided by the coordinator near the end of the quarter. Criteria used in the selection process will be based on merits such as, but not limited to, participation in the weekly practice sessions, history of performance on previous years’ exams (if any), and other scholarly achievements… Please note that participation is an honor…”

Time magazine, in December 2002, wrote about Putnam. "Every year, 2,500 of the most brilliant college students in North America take what may be the hardest math test in the world." Time also gave a summary of the daunting statistics ("the median score on last year's test was 1 point out of a possible 120.") and a Time-like glimpse of its mystique ("think of it as a coming-out party for the next generation of beautiful minds").

When a 21-year-old University of Alaska Fairbanks senior scored 45/120 in 1996, a mathematics professor at UAF noted that the senior's score “will allow him to attend virtually any graduate school he chooses”.

Many top performers in Putnam have been participants in the USAMO (the final level of the AMC tests). So perhaps one can assume that the Putnam participating colleges desire to admit seniors from the USAMO list (about 100 each year), and from among the thousands who just miss. (Additional Comment: please be advised that USAMO qualification alone will not be sufficient to gain admission to a top college. All around academic and extracurricular achievements will always be important.)

Bottom line: Doesn’t it seem to all start with MATHCOUNTS and AMC8?

