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Judging Science Fair Projects
CCISD Science and Engineering Fair

The use of scientific methodology is the common denominator at the top of everyone’s list. Students are judged on their understanding of how well they used scientific methods to develop and conduct their project. Both inventions and investigations involve planning, careful investigation, collection of data, and making sense of the data at the end.

Student Interview  

   1.
Please make this a “positive experience” for all students who participate

   2.
View yourself as a “professional mentor” rather than just a judge

· Provide words of encouragement

· Put students at ease in the interview process -- some are very nervous

· (make small talk, congratulate them on reaching the district fair)

· Offer constructive help for areas of the project that can be improved

· (Students can update their project before the Houston Regional Fair) 

· (Fill out the Project Comment Forms)

· Avoid any conflict of interests or the appearance of conflict of interests

· If your son/daughter has a project, be sure to judge a different area.

· Do no spend time chatting with students you know.

Interview Process  
Introduce yourself to each student and engage them in a little small talk before you begin judging. This will help put students at ease and will make the science fair experience more enjoyable for everyone.


1.   Each judge individually interviews each student (Oral Presentation is 10pts on the scoring sheet)


2.   Allow 8 to10 minutes for each interview (Pace yourselves) 


-- Student presents project summary


2 - 3 minutes



-- Interactive questioning



4 - 5 minutes



-- Wrap-up and initial scoring notes


1 - 2 minutes


3.   Put student at ease.  Congratulate student on making district fair


4.
Ask the student why they did the project?

5.   Ask follow-up probing questions 


Review their Project Abstracts for further questions


 
Review their Project Notebook (10pts on the scoring sheet)

6. Wrap-up with some type of positive comment

7. Take notes right after the interview -- not during the interview 

Hints to Ensure A Positive Experience for All

1. Remember that the science fair is for youngsters. Some projects will of course be more interesting and better prepared than others but follow these simple guidelines to demonstrate fairness to each project and student.

2. Don't rush through less well-crafted projects. Spend an approximately equal amount of time viewing each project. Show kids that their effort has been worthwhile.

3. Ask students to explain their projects.  Listen to explanations fully before asking any questions.  Use questions to determine the student’s understanding and mastery of their project.  

4. Resist the urge to challenge students. 

5. Have a standard list of questions you ask each student. Examples of questions to ask can include: “Where did the idea for this project come from?” “How much time did you spend working on this project?” “How did you collect and record your data?”

6. Encourage interaction. Ask students if they have questions for you and carefully answer those questions.

7. Reward quality of work, not just quantity. The point of the science fair is to promote understanding and application of scientific principles and practices. Sometimes, the simplest experiments are the most profound.

Determining the Winners

When you return to your judging panel and deliberate on the projects, you can use a few simple criteria for selecting the winners: 

· The quality of the student's work is what matters, not the amount of work; 

· A less sophisticated project that the student understands gets higher marks than a more sophisticated project that is not understood; 

· Access to sophisticated lab equipment and endorsements from professionals do not guarantee a high-quality project (Did the student really understand what was going on?); 

· These projects have already been vetted from the previous fair at their respective schools.  But, when in doubt, ask your Lead Judge.

· It's okay if the student ended up disproving the objective or hypothesis of the experiment. 

High marks go to: 

· Genuine scientific breakthroughs 

· Discovering knowledge not readily available to the student 

· Correctly interpreting data 

· A clever experimental apparatus 

· Sufficient sample size to verify experimental results 

· Predicting and/or reducing experimental results with analytical techniques 

· In engineering categories, experiments applicable to the "real world" 

· Ability to clearly portray and explain the project and its results 

Low marks go to: 

· Ignoring readily available information (e.g. not doing basic library research) 

· An apparatus (e.g. model) not useful for experimentation and data collection 

· Improperly using jargon, not understanding terminology, and/or not knowing how equipment or instrumentation works 

· Presenting results that were not derived from experimentation (e.g. literature search) 

Some have a well-rehearsed pitch that may prevent you from having a chance to interact with the student. You must find some way to break the pattern, and again, your tool is questioning. Politely interrupt with a question, usually in the form of "I'm sorry, I didn't quite catch the relationship between that adjustment and this result," or even some of the "any student can answer" questions, like "How many times did you run the experiment with each configuration?" and "How many experiment runs are represented by each data point?" The idea is not to stop the student from talking, but to get the student to interrupt the tape recording and think about what is being communicated to you.

Many of these students are exceptionally bright, and it is easy to think -- when facing an incredibly impressive display and a supremely confident student -- that this student's research is beyond your knowledge. If a project is really and truly completely outside your experience, you are still knowledgeable in the area of problem-solving and the scientific method. Concentrate on these aspects rather than the details of a project.

Further Suggestions on Judging 
1. Objectives of the project 

a. Were the ideas presented clearly? 

b. Were the issues stated clearly? 

c. Were all variables and the controls thoroughly defined? 

d. Was a brief description of the background relating to the problem presented? 

e. Were solutions presented (if any)? 

2. Skills relating to the project 
a. Was the student knowledgeable about the equipment used? 

b. Did the student perform the experiments independently? 

c. Did the student demonstrate the skills necessary to do the work? 
3. Collection of data 
a. Was the entire process documented? 

b. Were records systematically organized? 

c. Were experiments repeated to verify results? 

d. Did the student spend adequate time on the project? 

e. Did the student have verifiable results? 

 4. Interpretation of the data 
a. Were charts, tables and graphs used to interpret data?
b. Did the student use research to interpret the collected data? 

c. Did the student use a wide enough pool of data to give an accurate interpretation of results? 

d. Was the student responsible in using objectively collected data (Do not make up your own data).
5. Project Presentation 
a. Is there a complete and comprehensive report? 

b. Does the report should look professional (as much as possible)? 

c. Did the student answer questions accurately, politely and confidently? 

d. Did the student use the display to aid him or her in making the presentation? 

e. Did the student justify conclusions based on his or her results? 

f. Was the student able to summarize what he or she has learned? 

g. Did the student present a display that shows creative ability? 

h. Was the student original in displaying his or her project? 

Suggested Questions
· If you knew then what you know now, would you have done anything differently in running this experiment?

· What interested you the most in choosing this project?

· How might you extend this project if you were to continue this on to another year?

· What are the possible sources of error?  

· If I were to follow your procedure and come up with different results how might you explain this?

· Do you think there is an application in industry for this knowledge (technique)? 

· How did you come up with the idea for this project? 

· What did you learn from your background search? 

· How long did it take you to build the apparatus? 

· How did you build the apparatus? 

· How much time (many days) did it take to run the experiments (e.g. grow the plants) (collect each data point)? 

· How many times did you run the experiment with each configuration? 

· How many experiment runs are represented by each data point on the chart? 

· Did you take all data under the same conditions, e.g., at the same temperature (time of day) (lighting conditions)? 

· What do you mean by (terminology or jargon used by the student)? 

· Were there any books that helped you do your analysis (build your apparatus)? 

· When did you start this project? or, How much of the work did you do this year? (some students bring last year's winning project back, with only a few enhancements) 

· What is the next experiment to do in continuing this study? 

· Are there any areas that we not have covered which you feel are important? 

· Do you have any questions for me? 
(Note: these are only suggestions to keep the dialog going. You may find other questions to be more useful in specific interviews.) 

One type of question to avoid is "Why didn't you do...?" Probing questions are useful to stimulate the thought processes of the student. If you ask a question of this type, be sure to imply the correct intent, as in "Could you have done...?" or "What do you think would have happened if you had done...?" When phrased this way the question is an invitation for the student to think about the experiment in a different way and can turn the question into a positive experience.
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