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When talking about the background research for the scientific 
principle that goes along with the science fair projects, I discuss this 
helpful analogy: the scientific principle for a science project is like the 
theme of a story. 
  

theme : story :: scientific principle : science project 
  
An example that works with most students is using the book Charlotte's 
Web.  When thinking about the theme of Charlotte's Web you don't 
mention anything about a pig, a spider, or a little girl named Fern 
because those are plot elements.  You do talk about the big idea, the 
message, the guiding principle, or the theme of the book or story--
possibly friendship or unconditional love.  The language of theme is 
familiar to my students because I talk about it a lot with students in the 
library.  I'm amazed that even very young students can come up with the 
theme of a story when given the chance and given the proper guidance. 
  
When doing background research for a science fair project you don't look 
up specific materials involved in the project, but you do look up (usually 
the dictionary is sophisticated enough for elementary students) the 
scientific principle or concept.  i.e. In a project to test which brand of 
paper towels is strongest, we used to have students ask where our books 
about paper towels were!  That isn't the scientific principle or concept 
being tested.  Tensile strength is the concept and that's what the student 
should look up in the dictionary.  
  
Do elementary students usually come up with the scientific principle or 
concept on their own?  Very rarely they can, but it's more often 
discovered through discussion with an adult.  My library clerk and I 
perform this role along with classroom teachers as we talk with students 
and help guide them to the scientific principle or concept.   
 
Science fair projects are actually very developmentally ahead of where 
most elementary students are.  It's not unreasonable and it's not unfair 
for the adults in students' lives to assist them in the thinking about the 
concepts involved.  I think my analogy is helpful and has made this time 
of year much less frustrating for us in the library and actually helps kids 
understand another piece of this scientific puzzle that is the science fair 
project! 


