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SciFest
At ten o’clock on Friday 4 May 2007 the buzz of excitement in the Institute of Technology Tallaght had almost reached fever pitch. Projects were assembled, the official opening by Dr Éanna Ní Lamhna (President of An Taisce), Dawn Carty (Wyeth) and Dr Tim Creedon (Director, IT Tallaght),  had taken place and the judging was about to begin. Over seventy projects (220 students) and forty-four sixth class pupils from St Columcille’s National School, Knocklyon and the Holy Rosary Primary School, Firhouse, filled the common room and corridors. Students huddled at exhibition stands discussing strategies to impress the judges on such diverse topics as ‘Using a laser to measure the speed of light in jelly’ and ‘How fast can it rot?’ It was clear that these bright young people all had one thing in common, an interest in science.
The BT Young Scientist & Technology Exhibition has been running for over forty years. It is one of the largest events of its kind in Europe, if not the world! In recent years the number of entries has increased dramatically, reaching an all time high in 2007 when 1278 projects (3024 students) were submitted. Each year the entries are screened and in 2007 some 500 projects were selected to compete in the RDS. The standard is high and the four days at the RDS are an unforgettable experience for the students who take part. As a teacher I have for many years encouraged my students to enter projects in the exhibition and have had as many as sixty students exhibiting in any one year.  The aim of the BT Young Scientist & Technology Exhibition is to attract more young people to science by making it more exciting, more accessible and something that can be fun and in my opinion it definitely does that. However in recent years I began to think of all the students that start work on a project in September, submit their entries and one page proposals but don’t get accepted for the exhibition. Many of these projects that don’t qualify as finalists are of quite high quality and are rejected only because ‘the category is filled by higher ranked projects’. 
In September 2005 I approached Dr Brian Murray of IT Tallaght with an idea. Was it possible to run a one-day science exhibition on a smaller more local scale? We put our heads together, did some research and on 28 April 2006 the first SciFest was held in IT Tallaght. It was a resounding success. The exhibition was opened by Pat Rabbitte TD. The day included a session with the judges in the morning, lunch for the competitors and teachers (very generously provided by the Institute), a selection of science talks, science demonstrations in the laboratories and a prize-giving ceremony. The exhibitors were also given information on the science courses that are available at the Institute. The event proved so popular with the participants and all involved that an organising committee was set up the following September to organise SciFest 2007.
News of SciFest spread and thanks to a grant from Discover Science and Engineering I have been seconded for the year to Intel Ireland to encourage and support other ITs around the country in setting up their own SciFest exhibition. As has happened in Tallaght in the last two years a SciFest exhibition in the local IT would give students in the area an opportunity to develop and present their projects. This is a rewarding experience in itself but as in Tallaght some students may be encouraged, to develop their projects further and present in the BT Young Scientist & Technology Exhibition in the following January. The event would be smaller and less formal than the YSTE but still with serious science as the main criterion for a good project. Exhibiting at SciFest would also be good preparation for Coursework B in the Junior Cert. Or the investigation itself, if it met the specified criteria, could actually be submitted as a Coursework B investigation. 
We are currently in the process of setting up a SciFest website. The site will include details of SciFest, entry forms, etc. It will also have support materials for project work, including a downloadable resource, ‘Science by Inquiry’, suitable for Transition year.
If you would like any further information on the SciFest project you can contact me at sheilaporter@iol.ie.

Sheila Porter 

SciFest National Coordinator
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