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Strange New Planet brings insight into the processes involved in learning about planetary exploration. This activity demonstrates how planetary features are discovered by the use of remote sensing techniques. 
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Students will be engaged in making multi-sensory observations, gathering data, and simulating spacecraft missions. 
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1. Selecting a Planet 
Choose an object such as a plastic ball or fruit (cantaloupe, etc) that allows for multi-sensory observations. Decorate the object with stickers, scents, etc. to make the object interesting to observe. Some of these materials should be placed discreetly so that they are not obvious upon brief or distant inspection. Some suggestions for features are: 

· Create clouds by using cotton and glue

· Carve channels

· Attach a grape using a toothpick (to make moons or orbiting satellites)

· Affix Band-aids© or small stickers

· Apply scent sparingly to a small area

For older students, teams can create their own planets for other teams to view. This allows the students to create their own set of planetary features and write up a key to these features for the team that explores that planet to compare to their own findings. 

2. Set-up 
Place the object (planet) on a desk in the center of the room. Cover the object with a towel before students arrive. Brief students on their task: To explore a strange new planet. Students can construct viewers out of loose-leaf paper by rolling the shorter side into a tube (can also use toilet paper roll or paper towel roll.) These viewers should be used whenever observing the planet. Form mission teams of 4-5 students. Make sure students have a place to record their data (student data sheets.) Encourage use of all senses (except taste unless specifically called for.) 

3. Pre-Launch Reconnaissance 
This step simulates Earth-bound observations. Arrange students against the sides of the room by teams. These areas will be referred to as Mission Control. To simulate Earth's atmosphere, a blue cellophane sheet could be placed on the end of the viewers, taped or held in place by a rubber band. This helps to simulate the variation that occurs when viewing objects through the Earth's atmosphere. Remove the towel. Teams observe the planet(s) using their viewers for 1 minute. Replace the towel. Teams can discuss and record their observations of the planet. At this point, most of the observations will be visual and will include color, shape, texture, and position. Teams should write questions to be explored in the future missions to the planet. 

4. Mission 1: The Fly-by 
(Mariner 4, 6, 7--1965, 1969, 1969) 
Each team will have a turn at walking quickly past one side of the planet. A distance of five feet from the planet needs to be maintained. Teams then reconvene at the sides of the room (Mission Control) with their backs to the planet while the other teams conduct their fly-by. Replace towel over planet once all the fly-bys have taken place. Teams record their observations and discuss what they will be looking for on their orbit mission. 

5. Mission 2: The Orbiter 
(Mariner 9, 1971-72; Viking 1 and 2 Orbiters, 1976-80; Mars Global Surveyor, 1996-present) 
Each team takes two minutes to orbit (circle) the planet at a distance of two feet. They observe distinguishing features and record their data back at Mission Control. Teams develop a plan for their landing expedition onto the planet's surface. Plans should include the landing spot and features to be examined. 

6. Mission 3: The Lander 
(Viking 1 and 2, 1976-1982; Mars Pathfinder, 1997) 
Each team approaches their landing site and marks it with a push pin (or masking tape if planet will pop using a pin.) Team members take turns observing the landing site with the viewers. Field of view is kept constant by team members aligning their viewers with the push pin located inside and at the top of their viewers. Within the field of view, students enact the mission plan. After five minutes, the team returns to Mission Control" to discuss and record their findings. 
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Each students should complete a Student Data Sheet. Each team shares their data with the class in a team presentation. As a class, compile a list of all information gathered by the teams to answer the question "What is the planet like?" Have the class vote on a name of the newly discovered planet or the geologic features discovered using the rules for naming a planet (planetary nomenclature) which is located at the United States Geological Survey website: http://planetarynames.wr.usgs.gov/rules.html. Teams critique their depth of observations and ability to work together. 

