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SciFest:  Irish Investigative Ingenuity at the Institute
An Issue at Second Level …

The annual Young Scientist and Technology Exhibition (YTSE), sponsored by BT, is one of the most successful science competitions in Europe, with the winner regularly going on to do well at international level.  However, its very success means that many entries do not make it to the final exhibition.  Many good projects are turned down, particularly as the advent of Transition Year has increased the opportunities for students to enter free of exam pressure …
An Issue at Third Level … and in Industry …

Despite the popularity of Science Projects in many schools, those going on to do Science in college have declined in recent years, despite the related industrial sectors being key drivers of economic success.  Increasingly, institutes and their industrial stakeholders need to identify and target niche groups of students with an established interest in the sciences …
Towards a Solution at ITT-Dublin …

One of the teachers anxious to provide an outlet for students doing science projects is Sheila Porter of Loreto College, St. Stephen’s Green.  She regularly mentors large numbers of students for YTSE, and has a long string of award winners to her credit, but nevertheless was actively seeking an outlet for those who didn’t get in.  She saw similar needs in many other schools in Dublin, and approached me to facilitate a local competition.
We wanted a smaller, less formal event, but with serious science still as the main criterion for a good project.  We hoped that – in a less intimidating atmosphere – students could present their projects, get feedback, and win prizes, and be encouraged to perhaps develop their projects further and present in YTSE next January.

On our part, we had run many Open Days in Science for schools, and especially Transition Years, but one drawback is that a significant proportion of any class aren’t interested to start with, and quickly get bored, distracting the others.

SciFest …

What was really attractive about Sheila’s proposal was that our guests would all have “put their hands up” for Science, and were likely to have an above-average interest in science/technology beyond school.  Thus was born “SciFest”, a one-day event for second-level students of all ages, predominantly aimed at the Dublin area.  We decided on doing the exhibition/competition in a morning (the “serious” stuff), with the inevitable free lunch (on Stella Browne), plus afternoon fun in the form of Lectures and Laboratory Demonstrations. 

Starting from scratch in late January, with 28 April as the event date, we asked for Expressions of Interest, with some trepidation.  We needn’t have worried:  70 entries involving 170 students flowed in, including schools in our immediate catchment in Tallaght and Lucan, plus entries from schools we don’t see visiting us as often, such as Belvedere and Mount Anville, and an entry from Lanesborough.  

Huge Range of Projects
Topics investigated were as varied as you can get, such as “How Altruistic are you?”, “Pardon? - The effects of MP3 Players on Ears”, “If We Put all the Air in the Classroom into the Waste Paper Bin, Could we Lift It?,”  “Is Red Cabbage An Effective Indicator?”, “Crutchinator” (a crutch that adapts to your gait), “An Evaluation of Attitudes and Knowledge of Female Transition Year Students in Dublin to Breastfeeding”, “Assisting Good Environmental and Agricultural Conditions By Enhancing Nitrate Uptake using Electromagnetic Stimulated Water”, “The Sleeping Habits of Dublin Teenagers”, and “Chlorine Content of a Variety of Packaged and Unpackaged Lettuce”.
Invasion of the Staff Common Room (is nothing sacred?)
We quickly put together an Organising Committee including Adrienne Fleming, Bernie Creaven, and Miriam O’Donoghue, administrative support from Philippa Murray, and an external panel of judges from UCD, Dun Laoire IADT, and industrialists.  Industry, the EPA, and professional bodies came up trumps too with some great prizes.  Pat Rabbitte TD kindly agreed to open the event (and promised ‘milluns’ after the election), and we had three speakers on “CSI Dublin” (Liam Fleury, Department of Justice Forensic Lab), “Bugs – the Good, the Bad, and the Ugly” (Mary Costello), and the renowned physicist, Noel Gorman, on “The Origin and Fate of the Universe”.  Technicians in chemistry (John Jones, Aine MacParland, Ray Loftus, and Hugh Gallagher) and physics (Tadhg O’Briain) displayed Screaming Jelly-Babies, Chemical Volcanoes, and other audio-visual pyrotechnic events, with a large cohort of postgraduates shepherding all around the labs.
On the day, the Common Room buzzed with 170 brains trying to catch a judge’s ear, and a large crew of lecturers from science, engineering, and humanities augmented the judging panel.  The most enjoyable part of the day for the contestants was the many people who dropped in and asked questions and made suggestions, most of whom weren’t judges:  thank you to one and all!

Thanks to our very generous sponsors, 25 groups or individuals won prizes, with the overall Best Project going to Edain Quinn, of Sutton Park, with her comprehensive “Investigation of the Anti-Pathogenic Properties of Garlic”.  The only pathogen not covered seemed to have been vampires.  As well as an engraved glass trophy, she and her teacher, Catherine Tattersall, received an all-expenses-paid trip to Janssen Pharma in Cork.

And if you were very observant on the day, you’ll have noticed that the SciFest banner had no date … we hope to make it an annual event.
Brian Murray, Lecturer in Physical Chemistry
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