
A SFES SCIENCE FAIR INSIDER’S GUIDE: 

HELP FOR NEWBIES AND A REFRESHER FOR VETERANS

Your child has now brought home information from Mrs. Lester with the details of the 
science fair. Important details, like the Science Fair dates and times, display sizes, and 
judging criteria, are included in her handouts. (Remember, the Science Fair is 
mandatory for 4th and 5th grades and participation is encouraged by K-3 students.) 

This article provides additional guidance on what to expect and how to prepare for the 
Sherwood Forest Science Fair (Parents who are helping their child for the first time, 
especially look for the ‘New Parent Tip’ sections.) 

The goal of the Science Fair is to teach students how to “think” like a scientist using 
the Scientific Method. What does that actually mean? First, the student should choose 
an area of interest and ask a question. Next, they guess what the answer is going to be 
(a hypothesis). Then they collect information (data) and make a conclusion about what 
they learned. The hypothesis doesn’t have to be correct, but the student needs to keep 
a record of how they collected their data and be prepared to explain it and their 
conclusions. 

It is important that the student has fun. Be assured, all science fair entries are 
encouraged, even if your student doesn’t strictly follow all the sections of the Scientific 
Method. And remember, this is the student’s project and they need to do the work as 
much as possible. (There is no entry category for Parents!) 

A successful science fair project does not have to be expensive or even terribly time-
consuming. 

However, it does require some planning and thought. Keep in mind that most science 
fair projects are NOT weekend projects. Projects are frustrating to students and 
parents when they are left to the last minute. You can't rush good science or an 
interesting display! 

CHOOSING A TOPIC 

Probably the most difficult part of a science fair project is coming up with a good 
subject to research. It is easiest if the student: 

• thinks about WHAT INTERESTS them • thinks of a TESTABLE QUESTION 

If the student chooses a topic s/he finds interesting, they will likely enjoy the research 
more and stick with it long enough to get some good data. There are many good 
resources for science fair topics. You can also look at books from the library or search 
the web. Or you can just talk to your child about things that interest them and some 
questions they may have about the things around them. 



Some of the best science fair projects are the simplest. For example: Which fingernail 
polish lasts the longest? Which bubblegum blows the biggest bubble? Which ball 
bounces the highest? Often students want to do something such as "volcanoes" or 
"tornadoes." It is possible to build cute models of these things, but it is pretty hard to 
come up with questions about them that are testable with materials available to the 
average person and in the time frame available! 

New Parent Tip: There are basically two approaches to entering the science fair: 1) To 
win - the student will need to choose a unique, original experiment 2) To participate - 
do not hesitate to do a common experiment that has already been done. 

One common example is: Which seed will grow the tallest - the one with lots of light, 
average light or darkness? The student will still practice using the scientific method 
and doing an experiment, with low amounts of stress. Then, when they DO want to 
choose a unique project in future years, they will have a better basis of knowledge on 
how to use the scientific method. 

See these websites for age-appropriate ideas.

http://www.sciencekids.co.nz/projects.html

http://www.education.com/science-fair/elementary-school/#all 

DOING THE PROJECT 

The student will need to address each of the following areas while doing the 
experiment and preparing the display

Problem/Title

Catchy, yet descriptive, the title is the attention-grabber of the project, and interests a 
viewer to stop and read more.

Purpose

The purpose section (optional) describes the goal or aim of the project. What were they 
hoping to find out from the project? 

Hypothesis

As soon as the student comes up with a testable question, they may instantly have a 
hypothesis (prediction) of the results. Write this prediction down before starting the 
tests because it may change as the experiments take place. Remember, a hypothesis 
does not have to be proven correct—it is an educated guess.

Materials and Procedure 
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The next stage of the project is to put together the materials needed, and write down a 
procedure. Good science is about reproducibility, so enough detail should be provided 
so that someone else can follow the procedure and arrive at the same result. Ideally, 
the experiment should be repeated at least twice to make a conclusion. We realize that 
with some projects that involve growing things, this may not be possible given the 
time frame, and that’s OK!

New Parent Tip: As an educated parent you may think that an adequate number of 
tests is 10, while your child may think that 3 tests is enough. If they don’t agree with 
your sample size of 10, go with 3...it’s their project! It may not be the best science, but 
at this age you want to encourage excitement over science. When really doing science, 
things often don't go quite as the student predicted they would. The student may have 
to modify their procedure or even the original question. Students often get 
discouraged by this, but actually it is a good thing. This is how science really works! In 
science fair projects as in life, "a picture is worth a thousand words.” Plan to take 
pictures of the materials used and of the experiment as it is being carried out.

Data

The student should show the actual numbers (or other data) that they got as they were 
doing the experiment. Remember, all data should be in metric (cm, grams, Celsius, 
etc.) This section is only for listing the facts of what the experiment showed.

Conclusion

This is where the student will tell the observer what was learned from the experiment, 
and interpret their data (make a conclusion). Students often like to use this section to 
expand upon how much they liked doing the experiment or how much they learned 
from it ... but really this section should be focused on what they learned about their 
original question and if their hypothesis was correct. 

MAKING THE DISPLAY 

Leave plenty of time to make the display: ideally, leave at least two weeks between 
collecting data and the science fair. 

For any drawings or written text, start with pencil, not pen. Treat the center panel of 
the tri-fold board as center stage. This is where the story of the experiment or 
investigation should be chronicled in precise steps. 

Keep things on the board in a logical sequence – the order in which they were done – 
to tell the story of your project. 

Creatively use color, text, and pictures to make your ideas pop and bring the project to 
life. 



Elements should be spaced evenly across the layout to achieve a balanced, consistent 
look. 

Draw attention to the most interesting parts of your project with color and graphics. 

Use black or dark colors for type. 

The title should be the largest text on the board. Don’t be afraid to make it big and 
bold! 

Make type large enough to read from four feet away. If using a computer, as a 
general rule use 24 pt type for headings, 16 pt type for text blocks. -Make the 
text easy to read. If using a computer, easy to read fonts include: Arial, Comic 
Sans, Tahoma, or Verdana. –

Use bullet points rather than long paragraphs of dense text. 

Mount black-and-white text blocks on colored construction paper for contrast. It’s like 
framing a picture. -Label all graphs, charts and tables. 

Make sure results are in metric form. An outstanding project that is not calculated 
using metric form will not place, since this is a district requirement!

Be sure every photo has a caption beneath it, but REMEMBER, PICTURES MAY NOT 
INCLUDE THE STUDENT’S FACE!

Write descriptive captions for photos. 

Proofread and spell-check all text before putting it on your display board. 

PREPARING TO MEET THE JUDGES 

Sherwood Forest Elementary Science Fair is one of the few schools where judges 
interview every participant. The judges consistently say that a project can be 
impressive and beautiful but if the child cannot discuss their project, then it appears 
the parent did the bulk of the work. This can significantly affect the outcome of the 
judging. 

New Parent Tip: The younger the child, the more preparation time that is needed. We 
suggest you plan for at least a week to practice explaining the project. 

REFERENCES http://faculty.washington.edu/chudler/fair.html  http://
school.discoveryeducation.com/sciencefaircentral 

The most important element of the Science Fair is to encourage a young child’s love of 
science, investigation and discovery. If the students and parents keep this in mind, 
everyone will have fun, and learn!
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