Local high school students show off their work at Science & Engineering Fair
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NORTH ADAMS -- The competition was fierce Friday morning, as judges milled through the 112 projects at the sixth annual Massachusetts Region 1 Science & Engineering Fair, quizzing students about their research methods and findings. 

"It's a little intimidating -- there's so many different projects," Courtney McKeever, a freshman from Berkshire Arts and Technology Charter Public School, said looking around the Amsler Campus Center gymnasium at the Massachusetts College of Liberal Arts. 

Her project, which measured the effects of detergent on plant growth, showed that after just two weeks the detergent caused an ivy plant to wither and shrink in size. 

More than 211 high school students representing 14 high schools across Berkshire, Franklin, Hampden and Hampshire counties presented 112 projects at the fair, which has grown in both student and school participation over the last six years. 

"We're really thrilled by the amount of participation," Lauren Moffatt, co-chairwoman and coordinator of the Berkshire Environmental Resource Center, said Friday. "We have six new schools participating this year, with a wide range of projects that vary in subject and the level of complexity." 

The fair also included more than 60 community judges, ranging from college professors and high school teachers to field professionals. Winners from the regional fair will advance to the Massachusetts State High School Science & Engineering Fair, being held at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology from April 29 to May 1. 

Moffatt said the local judges are given guidelines for scoring the individual projects, which include both traditional scientific method-based experiments and engineering projects. 

"With the traditional projects, judges are asked not only to the elements of creativity and originality in mind, but also if the students tested their hypothesis and what the outcome was," she said. "With the engineering projects, students are asked to solve a problem that meets a need; develop a specific devise that solves the problem and then build and test a prototype." 

C.H. McCann Technical School seniors Emily Serrano and Kristin Euchler, one of two groups from the school, which was participating in the science fair for the first time, were busy explaining their prototype for an automatic cat food dispenser. 

"We've improved on existing models," Euchler said. "We did a marketing survey, asking veterinarians, pet owners and store owners how we could improve on existing dispensers." 

From there, the pair, who are both members of the school's Project Lead the Way pre-engineering program, developed and built a scaled-down model of their design. 

"Each of the five spaces in the dispenser can hold two cups of food," Serrano said. "The hopper is designed to hold a seven-pound bag of dry food." 

Drury students Chris Belair and Kelsey Malloy used a more traditional approach to examine the effects of coffee, soda and calcium on canine teeth. 

"We used teeth, which were donated by the Greylock Animal Hospital, to see how different solutions would affect the teeth," Malloy said. "The coffee turned the teeth black, while the acid in the soda ate away at the enamel." 

While the project wasn't able to examine how dog food affected canine teeth, it did lead to the pair learning the role dental health plays in the overall health of a dog. 

Several projects were spurred by television shows and movies. 

Jordan Eichelser, a student at Taconic High School in Pittsfield, was inspired by her love of the CBS crime-drama "NCIS" to explore which solutions were best to wipe away blood after a crime. 

"I wanted to work with luminol, the material that is used to reveal blood residue under ultraviolet light," she said. "It ended up that the surface the blood is on matters more than the cleaning solution -- hard surfaces such as vinyl flooring and hardwood floors cleaned up easier." 

She also found that cleaning solutions such as bleach, Oxiclean and vinegar and water mixtures produce "false positive" results. 

"They will actually clean up the blood, but leave their own traces that can be detected -- you can see that something was wiped up," Eichelser said. 

Friends Angela Liporace, Olivia Milanesi, Marlyn Gaffey and Suzannah Grant, all students at Drury High School, were similarly inspired by the movie "Paranormal Activity." Their project, "Who You Gonna Call?: Paranormal Investigation," focused on debunking "paranormal evidence" with scientific facts. 

"We all became more skeptical of paranormal evidence after this project," Angela said. "Before saying a place is haunted, people should be looking for other reasons for the evidence. We learned that an EMF (electromagnetic frequency) detector can go off because of a nearby electrical box." 

Marlyn added, "It's hard to establish a ‘normal' EMF reading as well, since cell phones, video cameras, digital cameras and microwaves can cause spikes on the detector. An EMF field can also affect the human body, inducing paranoia, hallucinations and nausea -- all things people in the field call personal experiences." 

While none of the girls are convinced that hauntings aren't real, they have a new found respect for the field of ghost-hunting and plan to continue their research. 

A list of this year's winners is available at http://www.mcla.edu /About_MCLA/Community/stempipeline/regionihssciencefair.

