
HOW TO BE A GOOD JUDGE 
 
Conveying Fairness 
 As a judge, it is most important for you to show the students that you are both fair and 
knowledgeable.  Your fairness is indicated by the few simple actions: 
  

• You spend about the same amount of time with each student. 
• You listen to the student’s explanation of the project. 
• The questions you ask are intended to find out more about the project and how it was 

done – not to embarrass or intimidate the student. 
 

This sounds simple but can be challenging to implement. 
 

Asking Questions 
 Your best tool in judging is your ability to ask questions.  Be sensitive to what the student 
knows.  You can always ask questions that the student can answer, and keep a conversation 
going for ten minutes.  There are some questions all students should be able to answer, including 
variations on: 
 

• How did you come up with the idea for this project? 
• What did you learn from your background search? 
• How long did it take you to build the apparatus? 
• How did you build the apparatus? 
• How much time (many days) did it take to run the experiments (grow the plants) 

(collect each data point)? 
• How many times did you run the experiment with each configuration: 
• How many experiment runs are represented by each data point on the chart? 
• Did you take all data (run the experiment) under the same conditions, e.g., at the same 

temperature (time of day),  (lighting conditions)? 
• How does your apparatus (equipment) (instrument) work? 
• What do you mean by (terminology or jargon used by the student)? 
• Do you think there is an application in industry for this knowledge (technique)? 
• Were there any books that helped you do your analysis (build your apparatus)? 
• When did you start this project?  Or, How much of the work did you do this year?  

(Some students bring last year’s winning project back, with only a few 
enhancements.) 

• What is the next experiment to do in continuing this study? 
• Are there any areas that we have not covered which you feel are important? 
• Do you have any questions for me? 

(Note: These are only suggestions to keep the dialog going.  You may find other questions 
to be more useful in specific interviews.) 
 
 One type of question to avoid is  “Why didn’t you do…?”  Probing questions are useful 
to stimulate the thought processes of the student.  A solution or extension to the work presented 
may be obvious to you with all of your years of experience, but the student may not understand 
why you’re asking such a question. If you ask a question of this type, be sure to imply the correct 



intent, as in “Could you have done…?” or “What do you think would have happened if you had 
done…?”  When phrased this way the question is an invitation for the student to think about the 
experiment in a different way, and can turn the question into a positive experience. 
 
Guiding the Discussion 
 

• Your conversation should resemble a discussion with an esteemed colleague who is 
having difficulty with some research -  together, you talk through the situation to 
mutually arrive at improved answers; 

• The student should be doing most of the talking; 
• Coax and/or coach the student into realizing and describing the correct conclusions; 

it’s the student’s project, not yours; 
• Encourage the student to conduct more experimentation in order to verify the new 

conclusions. 
 
Improving Communication 
 
 Since you are a judge, most students instinctively think of you as an intimidating figure.  
The more you can dispel this image, the more likely you are to help the student be less nervous, 
and get a better discussion.  Again, simple things can make a difference: 
 

• Make eye contact with the student; 
• If the student is short and you are tall, stoop, bend, or squat down to lower your eye 

level (if your knees won’t allow this, ask to judge the Senior category); 
• Tip your head to the side a little to indicate interest (This is a universal nonverbal 

form of communication; even your dog does it); 
• If you wear glasses, look at the student through them, not over the top of the frames; 
• Whenever a student shows a good idea, clear chartsmanship, a clever way to get 

expensive results with inexpensive equipment, or anything you can compliment, be 
sure to use a compliment; 

• Use a tone of voice that indicates interest or inquisitiveness, not skepticism or 
contempt. 

 
To be fair, you also need to make sure that one student doesn’t monopolize your time.  

Some have a well-rehearsed pitch that may prevent you from having a chance to interact with the 
student.  You have to find some way to break the pattern, and again, your tool is questioning.  
Politely interrupt with a question, usually in the form of “I’m sorry, I didn’t quite catch the 
relationship between that adjustment and this result,” or even some of the “any student can 
answer” questions, like “How many experimental runs are represented by each data point?”  The 
idea is not to stop the student from talking, but to get the student to interrupt the tape recording 
and think about what is being communicated to you. 

Although the most obvious reason for your being a judge is to assist in selection of the 
projects that get prizes, the good judge knows that this is an important experience in the life of 
every participant.  Please do your best to make sure that all of the participants remember this as a 
positive experience in their lives. 


