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Last Light
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April S. Whitt
Fernbank Science Center
156 Heaton Park Drive NE

Atlanta, Georgia 30307 USA
april.whitt@fernbank.edu

Happy solstice, dear readers. This issue’s col-
umn is about education. All of us are involved
with education some way. Maybe our plan-
etarium is part of a school or school system.
Maybe we're the local expert on matters astro-
nomical, answering the phone calls from the
public who want to know what that bright
light is in the night sky. Many of us write col-
umns for local newspapers and magazines, or
develop programming for school or public
groups.

A local university professor works with
groups of in-service and pre-service teachers,
and uses Fernbank'’s telescope as part of the
class. At the end of each semester, the teach-
ers give presentations about their projects, and
the science center staff is invited to listen.

One teacher began her presentation with,
“Wereally didn’t know much about astrology
before this class,” to which her instructor re-
plied, “I hope you know even less now.”
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And an offering from Ray Worthy, with a
tale from The Tiny School:

Any experienced teacher or planetarium
operator will tell you that one of the most
important aspects of programme prepara-
tion is getting the intellectual level of the pro-
gramme matched with the mental develop-
ment of the class. I have seen several instances
where the matching was either poor or non-
existent and there was absolutely no rapport
between the operator and the class.

Whenever I found myself in the dome with
an unknown class, I started off with a quick
and simple quiz, so that the pupils could show
off with their knowledge. I gradually made
the questions more searching.

Sometimes I ended up by saying, “You
know it all. Why am I here?”

The response was usually a satisfied giggle.
This relaxed the class and a brilliant session
ensued.

All this preparation, of course, pre-supposed
that the class was homogeneous and that the
general development level was similar.

Now, consider this situation: a primary
school situated in the Vale of York. The area is
rural and the village small, so small that the lo-
cal education authority and the village coun-
cil were constantly warring about the pro-
posed school closure. One consequence of this
small size was that the class was a “family unit”
and instead of all being roughly the same age,
the pupils were of mixed ages and had reached
different stages of development.

I decided to aim at the level of the young-
est and invited the older ones to chip in from
time to time and try to keep everyone on
board.

The teacher wanted a programme which
included a show about the planets, so I gave
them my number one lecture. I went through
how the stars were formed from their nebulae
and explained that probably most stars would
have a family of planets. Then, in some detail,
I went through the planets one by one, with
a quick addendum about their moons, some-
thing most of you will have done time after
time. The intelligence level of the pupils was
quite high and they paid close attention to ev-
erything I said. Towards the end of the plan-
et series, we came to the amazing picture of
one of Neptune’s moons, Triton. I explained
that the temperature was so low that if it went
much lower it would reach a point where it
could be no lower. The kids had never heard
of the concept of absolute zero.

The image showed the frozen surface and
the pole covered with a frozen pinkish ice
and black smoke coming away from various
points on the ice cap.

“Where are the clouds?” asked one student,
and I had to explain that the temperature was
so low that all the material which could make
what we would consider normal clouds was
frozen into solid matter.

There was an 8-year-old girl on the floor
next to me. She had taken an avid interest all
the way through, constantly asking pertinent
questions. At this point however, her already
high interest was cranked up a few gears.

“What is that stuff?” she asked.

“What particular stutf do you mean?”

“That icing stuff.”

“Well,” said I, “It is a stuff which on Earth
would be a gas; a gas which you could burn so

that you fry your sausages on it.”

“Yes, but what is it?”

She had four years before she would go to
the big school and do chemistry.

“It is a gas we call methane.”

“Yes, but what IS it?” she insisted. “What is
methane?”

I was stumped. How do you explain what
methane is so that she could understand and
be satisfied?

“Well,” T said again, deep in thought. “It is
sometimes called natural gas.”

Was she satisfied? No, she was not.

“What's natural gas?” she persisted.

Now, I was stuck. “Where do I go from
here?” I thought. But in for a penny, in for a
pound. I waded in.

“You know how little Johnny at the back
of the class makes a rude noise with his bot-
tom?” I asked. The class was by now sitting
up and paying very close attention. This was
their territory. You did not have to be an Ein-
stein for this.

“Yes,” she said. “We have a little Johnny and
he is always making rude noises.”

“Well then, that’s natural gas. It comes from
animals and plants.”

She was truly puzzled but the class was
buzzing.

“But what's that got to do with the icing on
that moon?” she demanded.

“What am I getting into here?” I asked my-
self. “Where are we going?”

But bravely, I answered, “If little Johnny
was sitting on that moon, it would be so cold
that the gas which comes out would freeze
and make that pink icing.”

“That should do it,” I thought, but I was sad-
ly mistaken. The class dissolved into hilarious
laughter, but the poor girl burst into a genuine
flood of tears, so that her teacher and I became
very concerned.

“What is the matter, love?” I asked. “What
have I said to upset you?”

No answer came for quite some, time whilst
the rest of the class was rolling around the
floor in merriment. “What is it love? Why are
you crying?”

The answer came through, punctuated by
her sobs,

“It's me berfday tomorrow and I am having
pink icing on me cake!”

One source of Earth’s methane. Drawing by
Jessie Shanks, used with permission.
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At E&S we know “if you can’t see or
doesn’t exist.”

And with all the current data, astronomy mformatlon and scientific
knowledge available, you need a software and hardware solution that
can help you quickly translate that information into meaningful and compellmg ¥
fulldome experiences. _ : 43"

That's why we've dedicated our 25 years experience in the planetarium markett
the most well-engineered set of features available today. Features inspired ,;, o fine
feedback from our Digistar users all around the world. Powerful digital astronom '_
and fulldome video capabilities that we place in your hands. Features that help uncon lic
the show production process and bring all of the information together on your dome.

Using Digistar, your creativity can exist on the dome more powerfully and easily than yoan:';\v .
have previously thought. If you've been waiting to move up to Digistar, now is the perfect time
to set your imagination free and put the power of Digistar to work for you.

What's on your dome?
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