Self-Employment, Science Fair Style

I love my job. I get to meet new and interesting people, travel all across the country, and contribute to the knowledge-base of humankind. I mean, seriously, how cool is that? As is the case for many people who are truly thrilled about the work they do (especially dependent high school students), the money is basically just a bonus.

Now, you may very well be wondering (particularly if you haven’t read the title yet) what exactly is the job I adore so much; the perks I mentioned above are hardly common in the student job sector. The answer, unglamorous as it might at first appear, is doing science fair projects. It’s a job I begin each summer and work at in my after-school hours throughout the fall and into May. 

The most crucial part of a science fair experiment is not knowing what is going to happen. Similarly, if you do an innovation project, the device or procedure has to be new, or used in a new way. This integral element of discovery, of charting new waters, exploring new frontiers, and of boldly going where – or doing what – no one has gone or done before, is the most exciting part of the whole experience. It’s this aspect above all others in a very rewarding endeavour that has kept me coming back to my local science fair, this year for the ninth time.

The best part is that expensive equipment is not in the least required – all you need is a good idea and the scientific method. In this way, science far projects accomplish what is often so difficult for the necessarily standardised education system to achieve: providing a bona fide challenge for students, and furthermore, one that compels them to make use of all their skills and knowledge. Critical thinking, data analysis, and creativity are major components in the first stage of a science fair project when you’re designing and executing your experiment, or building and testing your innovation. Information synthesis, general knowledge, and the ability to write lucidly and succinctly greatly affect the quality of your report. A good understanding of aesthetics and logic is necessary when creating your backboard, and excellent communication skills are key when presenting your project to judges and the public. However, your most important asset is your enthusiasm. Nothing is duller than someone discussing a subject that bores them. And learning how to effectively express and impart your interest and excitement is possibly the most transferable skill there is.

For those of you still not convinced, let me provide a little more detail about the other benefits I mentioned at the beginning, by describing my experience this year. In April, as I have five times in the past six years, I participated in the three-day Vancouver Island Regional Science Fair (VIRSF). Of the approximately 500,000 students who do science fair projects nation-wide each year, about 25,000 enter one of the 110 regional fairs, and about 500 of these students win a spot as a finalist at the Canada-Wide Science Fair (CWSF), the top level of competition in Canada. At the VIRSF, I placed first overall and therefore among the eight finalists on the Vancouver Island team who were invited to attend the CWSF, which was held in Ottawa this year.


The CWSF is an amazing experience, one I have been privileged enough to have had four times now. You are surrounding by a community of people with interests as similar to yours as their backgrounds may be different, so relationships of all kinds blossom. The cultural and geographical landscape of the host city is explored, allowing you to get a real sense of Canada’s incredible diversity. This year I went to the Parliament buildings, the Supreme Court, and the Byward Market; I attended a lecture by the Perimeter Institute at the Tulip Festival, and I took a bike tour along the Rideau Canal, among many other activities. As well, many of the significant research facilities in the area are visited, enabling finalists to see professional scientists in their native environment, as it were, and develop a much clearer understanding of what a scientific or engineering career entails. Many of these professionals – about 400 of them, in fact – also volunteer as judges at the fair, evaluating the finalists’ projects and selecting the medallists and other award winners.

While the competition is certainly not the only focus of the CWSF, and only on two of the nine days it runs are the finalist judged, it is far from trivial. You may present your project to scientist judges seven or eight times and answer questions that are meant to challenge and test you. 

In total, almost $1,000,000 in prize money and scholarships is awarded at the fair, and I’m very happy to say I was lucky enough to receive a portion of it. My project, which dynamically tested the strength and vibration properties of hardwoods, was awarded the Gold Medal for Physical and Mathematical Sciences, Senior Division. Like the other Senior Gold Medalists (in other categories), I received $1500 in cash, a $2000 scholarship to the University of Western Ontario, a $4000 scholarship to Dalhousie University in Halifax, a $4000 scholarship to UBC, and a $20,000 scholarship ($5000 per year for four years) to the University of Ottawa, as well as automatic approval for an NESRC Undergraduate Research Grant following my first year of university. In addition, I won the CAP (Canadian Association of Physicists) Physics Prize, which comes with a $1000 cheque.

Other highlights of the fair included using a scanning electron microscope, attending a genuine Much Music Video Dance Party, and participating in a specially-organised CityChase, the largest urban adventure race in the world. Though the experience was extraordinary, it was a typical CWSF. I hope I have been able to convey how satisfying and worthwhile doing a science fair project is, and how valuable the opportunity is that exists for students with the determination to continue working on a science fair project for months on end, even if it doesn’t count for marks.
