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Introduction 

The North Dakota State Science & Engineering Fair (NDSSEF) provides students from all area high 
schools in North Dakota the opportunity to showcase their multi-year, STEM research projects in a 
competitive venue. The students are judged by local experts in the fields of life science, physical 
science, environmental studies, psychology and engineering.  

Last year, 145 students participated as qualifiers from the four North Dakota Regional Fairs and over 
50 percent of the presenters won an award. The grand prizes are trips to the International Science 
& Engineering Fair (ISEF) which brings together hundreds of science fair winners from all over the 
world to compete against each other.  

NDSSEF and their corporate donors provide opportunities that help support and build STEM 
education while also shaping the futures of hundreds of students throughout North Dakota. 
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Project Categories 
Many projects could easily fit into more than one NDSSEF category. We highly recommend that you review 

the entire listing of the categories on the ISEF site before carefully choosing the category that most 
accurately describes your project. 

NDSSEF Categories 

Animal Science (AS): Includes all aspects of animals 
and animal life, animal life cycles, and animal 
interactions with one another or with their environment.  

Behavioral Science (BE): The science or study of the 
thought processes and behavior of humans and other animals 
in their interactions with the environment studied through 
observational and experimental methods. 

Biochemistry (BI): The study of the chemical basis of 
processes occurring in living organisms, including the 
processes by which these substances enter into, or are 
formed in, the organisms and react with each other and 
the environment. 

Cellular & Molecular Biology (CB): This is an 
interdisciplinary field that studies the structure, function, 
intracellular pathways, and formation of cells. Studies involve 
understanding life and cellular processes specifically at the 
molecular level. 

Chemistry (CH): Studies exploring the science of the 
composition, structure, properties, and reactions of 
matter not involving biochemical systems. 

Computational Biology & Bioinformatics (CBIF): Studies 
that primarily focus on the discipline and techniques of 
computer science and mathematics as they relate to 
biological systems.  

Computer Science (CO): The study or development of 
software, information processes, or methodologies to 
demonstrate, analyze, or control a process/solution.   

Earth & Planetary Science (ES):  Studies of Earth and 
other planetary systems and their evolution. 

Engineering (ENG): Studies that focus on the science 
and engineering that involve movement or structure.  
The movement can be by the apparatus or the 
movement can affect the apparatus. Additionally, 
projects that involve the application of engineering 
principles and design concepts. 

Environmental Science (ENV): Studies of the 
environment and its effect on organisms/systems, including 
investigations of biological processes such as growth and 
lifespan. 

Mathematics (MA): The study of the measurement, 
properties, and relationships of quantities and sets, 
using numbers and symbols. The deductive study of 
numbers, geometry, and various abstract constructs, or 
structures. 

Medicine & Health (ME): This category focuses on studies 
specifically designed to address issues of human health and 
disease. 

Microbiology (MI): The study of microorganisms, 
including bacteria, viruses, fungi, prokaryotes, and 
simple eukaryotes as well as antimicrobial and antibiotic 
substances. 

Neuroscience (NS): Projects related to neurology and 
cognitive neuroscience. 

Physics & Astronomy (PHAST): Physics is the science 
of matter and energy and of interactions between the 
two. Astronomy is the study of anything in the universe 
beyond the Earth. 

Plant Science (PS): Studies of plants and how they live, 
including structure, physiology, development, and 
classification. Includes plant cultivation, development, 
ecology, genetics and plant breeding, pathology, physiology, 
systematics and evolution. 

https://www.societyforscience.org/isef/categories-and-subcategories/
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Rules for Participating in NDSSEF 
 

Ethics Statement 

Scientific fraud and misconduct are not condoned at any level of research or competition. This includes 
plagiarism, forgery, use or presentation of other researcher’s work as one’s own and fabrication of data. 
Fraudulent projects will fail to qualify for competition in affiliated fairs and the ISEF. NDSSEF reserves the 
right to revoke recognition of a project subsequently found to have been fraudulent. 
 

Eligibility

1. Any student in grades 6-12 or equivalent, enrolled 
in a public, private, parochial, or home school who 
has qualified through a regional fair associated with 
NDSSEF is eligible to participate in NDSSEF.  

2. Team projects may have a maximum of three team 
members. Each team is encouraged to appoint a 
team leader to coordinate the work and act as 
spokesperson. However, each member of the team 
should be able to serve as spokesperson, be fully 
involved with the project, and must be familiar with 
all aspects of the project. The final work should 
reflect the coordinated efforts of all team members 

and will be evaluated using similar rules and 
judging criteria as individual projects. 

3. Projects that are demonstrations, ‘library’ research 
or informational projects, ‘explanation’ models or 
kit building are not appropriate for the NDSSEF. 

4. Projects completed in conjunction with 
supplemental educational organizations are not 
allowed. This includes but is not limited to: STEM 
Camp, Internships, Science Workshops, Governor’s 
School, etc. 
5. A research project may not be a part of a larger 

study performed by professional scientists.

 

 

General Requirements

1. All students competing in NDSSEF must 
adhere to all of the rules as set forth in this 
document. 

2. All projects must adhere to the Ethics 
Statement above. 

3. It is the responsibility of the student 
researcher(s) and the Adult Sponsor to 
evaluate the study to determine if the research 
will require forms and/or review and approval 
prior to experimentation, especially projects 
that include human participants, vertebrate 
animals, or potentially hazardous biological 
agents. 

4. Projects must adhere to local, state and U.S. 
Federal laws, regulations and permitting 
conditions. In addition, projects conducted 
outside the U.S. must also adhere to the laws 

of the country and jurisdiction in which the 
project was performed. 

5. The use of non-animal research methods and 
the use of alternatives to animal research are 
strongly encouraged and must be explored 
before conducting a vertebrate animal project. 

6. Introduction or disposal of non-native and/or 
invasive species (e.g. insects, plants, 
invertebrates, vertebrates), pathogens, toxic 
chemicals or foreign substances into the 
environment is prohibited. It is recommended 
that students reference their local, state or 
national regulations and quarantine lists.  

7. Projects involving any human consumption 
(i.e. taste testing, caffeine vs. heart rate, color 
affect taste, etc) must include a full medical 
work up of each individual prior to the study 
as well as a full medical work up after the 
study is complete. Any human consumption 
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projects that do not include complete medical 
work ups from a licensed healthcare 
professional will be disqualified. The extent of 
the medical work up necessary should be 
deemed sufficient by both the State SRC and 
the medical professional. Only FDA approved 
foods and drinks are allowable in NDSSEF 
projects. Any projects containing the 
consumption of homemade foods and drinks 
will be disqualified.  

8. NDSSEF projects must adhere to ISEF display 
and safety requirements. 

9. All students participating in NDSSEF must be 
present to set-up their project during the 
project set-up window. Teachers, parents, etc. 
May assist students with set-up, but students 
must be present for questions that may arise 

from the SRC Review Committee. Students 
who are not present, will be disqualified from 
competition. 

10. All students participating in NDSSEF are 
required to sign up for and attend the campus 
tours. The University of North Dakota spends 
countless hours and utilizes several resources 
to prepare these tours for students. Students 
who do not participate in campus tours will be 
disqualified from competition. 

11. All NDSSEF participants must present in-
person. No video recordings or virtual 
presentations are allowed. The appointed SRC 
Committee reserves the right to waive this 
requirement in the case of emergency 
circumstances.  
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Project Display 
 

Maximum Size of Project 

Depth (front to back):  
  30 inches or 76 cm 

Width (side to side):  
  48 inches or 122 cm 

Height (floor to top):  
  108 inches or 274 cm 

Please be aware when ordering posters that the mechanism that supports the poster should 
conform to the maximum size limitations stated above. 

● All project materials and support mechanisms must fit within the project dimensions. 
● At NDSSEF, fair-provided tables will not exceed a height of 36 inches (91 centimeters). 
● If a table is used it becomes part of the project and must not exceed the allowed 

dimensions. 

 

Display Content for Projects Conducted at a Research Institution 

The display must reflect only the work conducted by the finalist. Minimal reference to mentor’s or 
other researcher’s work must only reflect background information or be used to clarify differences 
between finalist’s and others’ work.  

 

Photograph/Image Display Requirements 

Display of photographs of people other than that of the student researcher must have a photo 
release signed by the subject, and if under 18 years of age, also by the guardian of the subject.  

Sample consent text: “I consent to the use of visual images (photos, videos, etc.) involving my 
participation/my child’s participation in this research.” (These forms must be available upon 
request, but shall not be displayed.
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Roles & Responsibilities of 
Students & Adults 
 
The Student Researcher(s) 
The student researcher is responsible for all aspects 
of the research project including enlisting the aid of 
any required supervisory adults (Adult Sponsor, 
Qualified Scientist, etc.), obtaining necessary 
approvals (SRC, IRB, etc.), following the Rules & 
Guidelines of the ISEF, and performing the 
experimentation, engineering, data analysis, etc. 
 
Scientific fraud and misconduct are not condoned at 
any level of research or competition. This includes 
plagiarism, forgery, use or presentation of other 
researcher’s work as one’s own, and fabrication of 
data. Fraudulent projects will fail to qualify for 
competition. NDSSEF reserves the right to revoke 
recognition of a project subsequently found to have 
been fraudulent. 
 

The Adult Sponsor 
An Adult Sponsor may be a teacher (preferred), 
parent, professor, and/or other professional 
scientist in whose lab the student is working. This 
individual must have a solid background in science 
and should have close contact with the student 
during the course of the project. The Adult Sponsor 
is responsible for ensuring the student’s research is 
eligible for entry in the ISEF. 

 

Qualified Scientist 
A Qualified Scientist should have earned a doctoral/ 
professional degree in a scientific discipline that 
relates to the student’s area of research. 
Alternatively, the SRC may consider an individual 
with extensive experience and expertise in the 
student's area of research as a Qualified Scientist. 
The Qualified Scientist must be thoroughly familiar 
with local, state, and federal regulations that govern 
the student’s area of research. 
 

Designated Supervisor 
The Designated Supervisor is an adult who is 
directly responsible for overseeing student 

experimentation. The Designated Supervisor need 
not have an advanced degree, but must be 
thoroughly familiar with the student’s project, and 
must be trained in the student’s area of research. 
The Adult Sponsor may act as the Designated 
Supervisor.   
 

Scientific Review Committee (SRC) 
The NDSSEF Scientific Review Committee (SRC) is a 
group of qualified individuals that is responsible for 
evaluation of student research, certifications, 
research plans and exhibits for compliance with the 
rules, applicable laws and regulations at each level 
of science fair competition. Most proposed research 
projects involving vertebrate animals and/or 
potentially hazardous biological agents must be 
reviewed and approved BEFORE experimentation. 
Local or regional SRC prior review is not required 
for human studies previously reviewed and 
approved by a properly constituted IRB. 

ALL projects, including those previously reviewed 
and approved by an IRB must be reviewed and 
approved by the SRC after experimentation and 
before competition in an Affiliated Fair. Projects 
conducted at a Regulated Research Institution (not 
home, high school, or field) that are reviewed and 
approved by the proper institutional board before 
experimentation, must also be approved by the 
Affiliated Fair SRC. 

While reviewing projects at NDSSEF, the NDSSEF 
SRC will be comprised of one representative from 
each Affiliated Fair as well as three state appointed 
committee members. Projects in question will be 
voted upon by the entirety of the committee with 
any tie-breaking occuring by the state appointed 
committee members. 

Institutional Review Board (IRB)  
An Institutional Review Board (IRB), is a committee 
that must evaluate the potential physical and/or 
psychological risk of research involving humans. All 
proposed human research must be reviewed and 
approved by an IRB before experimentation begins. 
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This includes review of any surveys or 
questionnaires to be used in a project. 

Federal regulations require local community 
involvement. Therefore, it is advisable that an IRB be 
established at the school level to evaluate human 
research projects.  An IRB must consist of a 
minimum of three members including the following: 
an educator, a school administrator (preferably 

principal or vice principal), and a medical or mental 
health professional.  

To avoid conflict of interest, no Adult Sponsor, 
parent or other relative of the student, the Qualified 
Scientist, or Designated Supervisor who oversees 
the project may serve on the IRB reviewing that 
project
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Message from the NDSSEF Scientific Review Committee 

 
Prior to attempting to complete any documentation for entry to NDSSEF, we strongly recommend that 
students communicate with mentors and/or adult sponsors to firmly grasp the extent of the research 
and the necessary documentation that NDSSEF requires for the student’s project.  

To help guide you with the appropriate forms, before you start your research, we strongly suggest you 
use the Rules Wizard available at: https://ruleswizard.societyforscience.org/ 

 

 

 

Top NDSSEF Paperwork Problems to Avoid: 

1. Research plan lacks sufficient details and fails to provide thorough information to support the 
documentation provided. A properly written research plan must include: 

● the proposed and actual start & end dates on Form 1A 

● a detailed research plan - projects which cannot be assessed because the research plan is 
not sufficient will fail to qualify. 

● all work site information completed 

2. Missing Form 3 - Risk Assessment  

● Must be completed for projects that involve chemicals, equipment, or other potential 
hazards 

● Often missing, and often incomplete without description of safety precautions taken 

3. Missing IRB or incomplete with missing signatures on Human Subjects Form 4 

4. Research project lacks original student generated data. 

5. Projects involving human consumption which do not contain a full medical work-up prior to and 
after experimentation or which contain homemade foods and drinks. 

6. Using projects which are part of a larger study, occur during an internship, Governor’s School, etc. 

Questions? Email the NDSSEF SRC  

garret.roemmich@k12.nd.us or tana.schafer@k12.nd.us 

https://ruleswizard.societyforscience.org/
mailto:garret.roemmich@k12.nd.us
mailto:tana.schafer@k12.nd.us
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Common Reasons a Project Would “Fail to Qualify” at NDSSEF/ ISEF: 

1. Human, vertebrate animal, or PHBA studies that did not have pre-approval 
○ Need IRB pre-approval for human participant studies 
○ Need SRC or IACUC pre-approval for vertebrate animal studies 
○ Need SRC or IBC pre-approval for PHBA studies 

2. Prohibited Vertebrate Animal Studies 
○ Studies done at home/school/field that should have been done at a regulated research institution 
○ Studies that caused more than momentary pain, suffering, or stress --  or designed to kill 
○ Induced toxicity studies 
○ Predator/vertebrate prey experiments 
○ Studies where student performed euthanasia on a vertebrate animal 
○ Studies with an animal death in any group or subgroup due to the experimental procedures 
○ Studies where animals have a weight loss greater than or equal to 15% 
○ Studies where there was an inappropriate restriction of water or food 
○ Studies treated as embryonic studies that were actually vertebrate studies 

3. Prohibited Studies using Potentially Hazardous Biological Agents (PHBA's) 
○ Microorganisms were cultured at home 
○ BSL-2 studies (including opening plates or containers of unknown microorganisms) done in a BSL-1 

lab 
○ Studies using human and other primate established cell lines without SRC pre-review and approval 

4. Prohibited Human Participant Studies 
○ Studies where the IRB required written documentation of consents which were not obtained 
○ Studies where the student used surveys/questionnaires without IRB pre-review and approval 
○ Studies which include ingested foods which are not FDA approved 
○ Studies including ingested food where Doctor pre/post observation did not occur or was not 

documented 

5. Eligibility Problems 
○ Project does not show independent data collection 
○ Student worked with a partner or team but competed as an individual, or vice versa 
○ Project was more than 1 year in length or was too old 
○ More than three students on a team 
○ Student was from outside of our affiliate region, must attend a different ISEF affiliated fair 
○ Student missed deadlines for registration, paperwork, or entry fee 
○ Failed to set-up poster display on Friday before NDSSEF  

6. Scientific Misconduct 
○ Plagiarism 
○ Student presented mentor’s research as his/her own 
○ Falsification of data 
○ Student did not generate original data beyond library research/ literature review 

 
7. Research Plan 

○ Lacks details of research 
○ Rationale section is missing 
○ Forms submitted do not reflect research plan submitted
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Frequently Asked Questions

Why does the research plan have to be in the 
future tense? 
The research plan indicates all the aspects of the 
research to be conducted and determines the necessary 
documentation that the student will need to conduct 
the research. It is critical that it establishes what the 
student’s actual role in the research and other 
individuals that will contribute to the research. 

What is the difference between the fair 
(NDSSEF) SRC and an institution’s SRC?  
The NDSSEF SRC uses the guidelines established 
by the ISEF SRC to determine if the project 
qualifies for NDSSEF. Meanwhile, an institution’s 
SRC typically refers to the “body” that oversees 
projects conducted at that particular research 
institution. Procedures approved by institution 
SRC can still conflict with ISEF SRC rules—for 
example those involving pain tolerance or the 
death of animals. Thus, it is very important to 
make mentors aware of ISEF/NDSSEF rules and 
regulations when planning research. 

Can NDSSEF SRC approve a project before it 
starts? After it ends? 
The NDSSEF SRC can approve a project with 
proper documentation in place before the project 
begins as long as procedures are not modified 
during the time research is carried out. All 
projects must be approved by NDSSEF SRC after it 
is conducted and this must occur prior to NDSSEF 
presentation. 

Can NDSSEF SRC disqualify a project that 
has been approved by an institution’s SRC? 
Yes, since it is possible that a project that can be 
approved by an institution with rules differing 
from those made by ISEF which is focused on high 
school researchers and thus has stricter rules. 

 

 

Can any school form their own IRB 
committee? 
Yes, as long as they follow the rules and 
regulations provided by ISEF. 

Can a student who submitted to STS fail to 
qualify for NDSSEF? 
Yes, STS does not have a scientific review 
committee (SRC) that reviews each project. 
Furthermore, there are notable differences in the 
qualifications of each competition. 

When should a project be classified as a 
continuation project? 
A continuation project is one in which the project 
goes beyond one calendar year. 

Does ISEF limit the time or length of a 
project? 
Yes, all projects must be within a calendar year 
which runs from January 2023 to May 2024. 

Are NDSSEF Rules the same as ISEF Rules? 
NDSSEF rules are guided by ISEF rules, however 
they can differ based on our local needs. For 
instance, North Dakota State Science and 
Engineering Fair does not allow projects which 
occur during internships, Governor’s School, or as 
part of a larger study performed by professional 
scientists. 
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For ALL projects that were conducted 

/began before January 1st, 2023 
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