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Among 2015 abstracts… 

“Firstly we had to boil the water and then place it 
carefully, into our metal pot, and place our metal 
pot at our workspace. Next we would sit down 
our participant at the table, blindfold them, and 
place their hands in the water.” 
 
Problem: Dangerous for participants! 
 



Among 2015 abstracts… 

“In both experiments, subjects ran around a track 
to exhaust themselves…To alter their perception 
of the drink, everyone was told that what they 
were drinking was Powerade.” 
 
Problem: Potentially dangerous for 
participants! 



Among 2015 abstracts… 

“Infants were randomized to 4 experimental 
groups…Pain was measured using the 
Faces-Legs-Activity-Crying-Consolability 
(FLACC) scale.” 
 
Potentially dangerous to participants BUT this 
student sought pre-approval, which was granted 
after revisions. This was an excellent project! 



In 2015… 

 3 projects were disqualified 
 4 projects had missing paperwork 
 40/47 projects involving human or animal subjects 

were well done! 
 

In 2016 we are opening pre-registration at 
reg.gvrsf.ca – the system will tell them what is needed 
for their specific project BEFORE THEY DO IT. Anyone 
can pre-register, even if they don’t plan to attend. 

 



Ethics guidelines 

1. Why do we have them? 
2. Where can you find them? 
3. What are they? 
4. Some examples  
5. Your input 

 



Ethics guidelines 

1. Why do we have them? 
2. Where can you find them? 
3. What are they? 
4. Some examples  
5. Your input 

 



Why ethics? 

 A system of moral principles that help us determine 
the best way to act (and interact with others) 

 Most relevant to projects involving humans and 
animals. Part of the scientific method! 

 Critical principles: 
 Respect 
 Privacy and confidentiality 
 Informed consent 
 Respect for vulnerable persons 

 Fairness 
 
 



Some examples (past years) 

 Privacy and confidentiality 
 A student worked with her local optometrist on a project on 

vision testing. The names of the patients who participated 
were displayed on her backboard without their knowledge. 

 Informed consent 
 A student “tricked” his classmates into participating in his 

project since he didn’t want them to know what he was 
studying. Not all of his classmates wanted to participate. 

 Respect for vulnerable persons 
 A memory-testing experiment was conducted at a nursing 

home and it was unclear whether the participants were aware 
of their role in the project. 

 
 



Ethics guidelines 

1. Why do we have them? 
2. Where can you find them? 
3. What are they? 
4. Some examples  
5. Tools for teaching 
6. Your input 

 



Youth Science Canada 

 National body that supports science fair activity 
 Has developed ethics guidelines for all student 

science fair projects in Canada 
  

         http://cwsf.youthscience.ca/node/835 



Other resources: GVRSF website 



Do you plan to use animals or human subjects in your science fair project?  

Yes No 
Low Risk Higher Risk 

Use of Animals 

No Yes 

Questions? Email 
ethics@gvrsf.ca 

Lower orders of life - 
bacteria, fungi, protozoa, 

insects, plants and 
invertebrates - can be used 

without ethics approval. 

Does your project ask participants to 
complete a written survey or a low-risk 

activity that they do every day?  

Does your project involve the 
use of vertebrate animals or 

Cephalopods or their tissues? 

Ensure you have a 
Scientific Supervisor  

(usually with university 
ethics board approval). 

BEFORE YOU START: Visit ethics.youthscience.ca   to 
learn about the ethics policies that                                

apply to all students in Canada! 

Complete ethics registration at reg.gvrsf.ca to get        
pre-approval for your project before you start. 

(This will not actually register you for the fair!)   

Higher Risk Low Risk 

Human Participation 

WHEN YOU REGISTER: If you did not get ethics pre-approval, your project must 
still be approved before your Greater Vancouver Regional Science Fair 
registration is complete. Only projects that meet Youth Science Canada ethics 
guidelines may attend. 

For all participants (and parents/guardians if 
they are under 19): 
1. Provide a Letter of Information  
2. Obtain written informed consent      

Complete Form 4.1C Complete Form 4.1B Complete Form 4.1A 
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GVRSF Information Booklet 



GVRSF emails to teachers 



GVRSF registration system 

ALL projects with human or animal subjects must have 
ethics pre-approval before attending the GVRSF! 
This is done through the registration system. 



Ethics guidelines 

1. Why do we have them? 
2. Where can you find them? 
3. What are they? 
4. Some examples  
5. Your input 

 



Most important guidelines 

For vertebrate animals and cephalopods: 

 
Observational studies of animals are permitted. 
Anything that inflicts additional stress on an animal is 
not (unless approved by an ethics review board). 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Coccinellidae�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Spider_Webs�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Honey_bee�


Most important guidelines 

For survey projects and other low risk studies 
involving humans (including classmates!): 
 
All participants must be provided with some written 
information about the project (called a “Letter of 
Information”). A template is available linked to the 
GVRSF ethics flowchart, in the GVRSF registration 
system, and on the YSC website. 
 
Consent can be implied for a survey project; 
otherwise signed consent is needed. 

 



Most important guidelines 

Some projects involving human subjects are higher 
risk – read the guidelines or email ethics@gvrsf 
before starting! These projects need pre-approval. 

 
 Rule of thumb: anything that asks participants to do 

something that they would not typically do, e.g. 
 Exercise testing 
 Testing of drugs or ingested substances 
 Psychological risk 
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Surveys 

Clara designs a survey and hands it out to her 
classmates. She collects it and analyzes the results. 
 
 What are some potential risks? 
 What does she need to do to attend the GVRSF? 

 



Resources: GVRSF Website 



Surveys 

- All projects: Obtain ethics pre-approval at reg.gvrsf.ca  
- Provide all participants with a Letter of Information 

(explains what the survey is, that their information 
will remain confidential, and that they can opt out) 

- Consent can be implied for low risk projects at the 
teacher’s discretion (i.e. no signatures needed) 

- Complete GVRSF registration. Obtain ethics 
approval if you did not have pre-approval (low risk 
projects only) 

- Fill out Form 4.1A and send it to ethics@gvrsf.ca 
before the fair 
 

mailto:ethics@gvrsf.ca�


High-risk projects with humans 

Anne-Marie wants to determine whether running shoe 
design affects running speed. She asks 10 students in 
her PE class to test three different designs while 
sprinting 400 m. 
 
 What are some potential risks? 
 What does she need to do to participate in the 

GVRSF? 
 



Resources: GVRSF Website 



High-risk projects with humans 

- All projects: Obtain ethics pre-approval at reg.gvrsf.ca  

- Identify a scientific supervisor  
- Provide all potential participants with a Letter of 

Information 
- Obtain written informed consent (signatures) from 

both the participants and their parents   
- Complete GVRSF registration 
- Fill out Form 4.1B and send it to ethics@gvrsf.ca 

before the fair 

mailto:ethics@gvrsf.ca�


Projects with vertebrate animals 

Dave wants to design a laser to deter birds from 
landing in his backyard.  
 
 What are some potential risks? 
 What does she need to do to participate in the 

GVRSF? 
 



Resources: GVRSF Website 



Projects with vertebrate animals 

- All projects: Obtain ethics pre-approval at reg.gvrsf.ca  

- Identify a scientific supervisor  
- Conduct the experiment  
- Complete GVRSF registration 
- Fill out Form 4.1C and send it to ethics@gvrsf.ca 

before the fair 
 

mailto:ethics@gvrsf.ca�


Ethics guidelines 

1. Why do we have them? 
2. Where can you find them? 
3. What are they? 
4. Some examples  
5. Your input 

 



Your feedback 

 How can we better communicate the guidelines? 
 How can we teach the principles behind the 

guidelines? 
 How can we make your job easier? 
 Contact: ethics@gvrsf.ca 
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