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One Teacher's View of Science Fairs
E. William Anderson*
How do you get your students interested in science fair work?
pat answer that I can give.

This question is often asked of me and I do not have one

I have tried several approaches to building interest in project work. I have lectured to my students, telling .them the importance
of scientific research. I have tried the approach of demanding a project if the student wants to get an "A" in his classwork. I
have used the approach of telling the student about the material awards that he or she can win in science competition, such as
awards and trips.
Showing slides of previous science projects and science fair winners has sometimes sparked interest. Giving students booklets
and brochures on past science fairs sometimes lights the needed fire! But the best results for me have been to simply sit down
with a student and "shoot the breeze", find out what the student is interested in and then try to think of a project in that subject or area field.
Once you have picked the major topic area, have the student do his or her own research. Have him/her, not you, go to the
library to see what information is available. You might also direct them to some outside the school, professional sources. The
key at this point is to make sure the student does the "leg work". This way the student will find out if he or she is really interested in this field, and there is a good change he/she will find some information or get an idea to narrow the research. This all
tends to "feed the flames of interest" in the project.
Once a topic is picked, it is sometimes necessary to boil it down into a compact, workable phase. Some students will "bite off
more than they can chew", and I feel that it is important for a teacher to be aware of this and let the student work into the
project a little at a time.
One problem that one runs into is, students that want to do a project with a buddy. This I discourage! If a student is not willing
to do his or her own work, you can almost be assured that he or she is not really that interested in project work. Again, the end
result is important here; are you looking for something to keep the student busy, or are you looking for the end result of competition for the student?
The main thrust of this article is preparation of a student for science fair competition. I am fully aware that many science
teachers are very opposed to science projects with competition in mind. They (the science teachers)maintain a student should do
a project for the experience of scientific investigation and the completion of a problem, while following the method of scientific
investigation . I could not agree more that this is a very worthwhile lesson but, at the same time, I have seen several of my former
students build an interest in science that I maintain would not have been there - - if they would not have been thrust into
scientific competition. Much can be said for science fairs and true , much can be said against t!hem, too. I will continue with the
thought in mind that this article is to give a small bit of insight into how I stimulate some of my students into science competition, be it good or bad!
Once a student starts his science project, it is very important that he is aware of the guidelines and rules set down by the regional,
state and international science fair committees. I have seen it happen more than once where a student will complete an excellent piece of scientific investigation only to have it disqualified in competition because rules were not followed. One rule to
be aware of is the rule pertaining to live animals and animal experimentation.
As a student spends more time and effort on his project, it will certainly build his interest. Once the project is underway, most
students will only need a small amount of direction every now and then. At the same time, a teacher should not isolate himself
from the student and his work. Teachers should show interest in the student's work and should encourage discussion about the
project. The more a student talks about his work, the more he will be thinking of new ways to improve his work.
One very important thing to remember is, be sure the project work is the student's; not Dad's, not the teacher's nor the doctor
down the street. Certainly, encourage the student to seek advice and council, but a lso make sure that the student is the one that
does the work.
1

Have your student be aware of deadlines for registration of local, regional and state competitions. Also, be sure the student's
project is completely assembled ahead of these dates. In the construction of a backdrop , encourage your student to construct
one that will not require a moving van to transport from place to place.
In the construction of the backdrop, have the display colorful, yet not gaudy . Have the topic clearly defined and all graphs and
diagrams properly identified and explained.
Again, if you can first direct a student on the road to individual research, you will soon learn that the student will carry the ball
himself. I have found that the initial introduction to science projects is the important step. Do not promise your student(s)
the world. If a student builds a project with the sole purpose of winning awards, the objective of scientific research is defeated.
Also, if the student loses, you will be ieft with a very sad, disappointed student that might be turned off to science.
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Besides the thrill of competition in science fairs, most of my students have commented that they have met some "really neat"
people that I am sure will leave a lasting impression on them. I am sure that many life-long friendships have sprung up during
science fairs.
Science fair competition can be a thrill and learning experience for all involved; the studentthe parents, the teacher, the school
and the community. As a teacher that has been involved in science competition for years, I am fully convinced that the values
gained through science fairs far outweigh any negative results.
*E . WILLIAM ANDERSON is a biology instructor at Westonka High School, Mound, Minnesota

A Three Time ISEF Winner Reflects
on Involvement in Science Fair Program.
LINDA McDONALD*

If I were asked to sum up seven years of science fair participation into one word, I would say "GROWTH". Growth is a word
which encompasses many facets of the science fair program; the growth of knowledge, the growth of personality , the growth of
friendship, and the growth of experience.
Researching a science fair project, developing experimen ta! techniques, and learning by trial and error, all provide growth of
knowledge not achieved through reading science textbooks. The growth of knowledge may develop over a period of years as
a project becomes more and more sophisticated with continued research and new or refined investigative methods, or may develop
as a result of further researching information provided by previous researchers.
An overwhelming sense of growth experienced through science fair participation is personal growth . A seasoned participant
experiences joy and success as well as disappointment and defeat. Growth is attained through a feeling of personal satisfaction
and achievement. There's a good feeling in creating a project and seeing it through whether the project results in a blue ribbon
or not. There is the good feeling in presenting a project that you alone were frustrated about, that you alone thought would
never materialize.
Growth is also achieved by sharing similar feelings and experiences with other science fair participants and by creating strong
bonds of friendship. Through international science fair competition, there is the opportunity to meet other students and
teachers from all fifty states and several foreign countries . The sharing of thoughts and culture is an experience unlike any other.
Through tha science fair program, I have experienced all these facets of growth. Many of my fondest memories stem from past
science fairs attended. I am grateful and proud to have been a participant.
*LINDA IOlcDONALD, a graduate of Mounds View
High School in suburban Saint Paul, is currently atte nding the University of Minnesota and working toward
a B.S. degree in biochemistry. Linda participated in

several science fairs including the 26th, 27th and 28th
International Science and Engineering Fairs winning
numerous awards.

A Parents Point of View
LEONARD & JOANNE RABATIN*
Science Fairs are exciting and stimulating events! Our sons have participated at the Local, Regional, State and International
levels. They have learned many things. Primarily, they have learned their project subject area well. They talked to librarians,
researchers, teachers and business people looking for information. They have learned to practice good scientific methods in
their work as they prove and verify their results .
The presentation of their material has stimulated the boys' display and artistic abilities. They have experienced the importance
of clarity and credibility as they speak before the judges and visitors.
We believe that science fair participation has helped our students do better work in their daily school classes. They are more
confident and open to learning after being stimulated by peers and judges.
We , as parents, have benefited from science fairs also. We have learned from our children. They are the experts! Helping them
cope with the preparation and excitement as the fair approaches certainly develops our patience. Finally, we have been rewarded
with the pride and warmth that comes to a parent when their child completes a project and achieves the prize and recognition .
*LEONARD & JOANNE RABATIN are parents son Joe was one of sixteen Minnesota students attendof six children. Three of the children have partici- ing the International Science Fair in Cleveland last year.
pated in regional and state science fairs. Their oldes1
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