NASA’s Science Fiction Super STARs

By Marycay Densmore

Students are impacted by lessons that are relevant to their lives and what’s happening in their world.  They gain maximum potential when lessons are not taught in isolation, but rather, across the disciplines.  


My students were fascinated with NASA’s exploration of Mars.  After a few emails to NASA, my class was given the rare opportunity to videoconference with NASA scientists.  The program was titled “Mars: The Next Giant Leap?”  The exciting thing about this videoconference is that it was webcast worldwide.  The webcast enabled the rest of our school to also view the videoconference.  Prior to the videoconference, my students spent a great deal of time researching information on NASA’s website.  The videoconference was a huge success.  Many parents and district personnel also participated either with my class or through the webcast.

NASA’s education department also invited my class to become a part of their STAR (Science Through ARts) program.  The students were provided a lot of material to read as well as websites to visit in order to find their “Mission to Mars”.  They formulated questions to ask Joseph Kolecki, a NASA scientist, during two more videoconferences.  Mr. Kolecki helped by answering questions and developing storylines for their essays.  He also provided the students and myself with a lot of “aha” moments.  The conversations with Mr. Kolecki always resulted in the students coming away with stimulating material to digest. 


In order to become “Martian” experts, I had the students debate and then write an essay about whether or not we should go to Mars.  The top debaters were chosen to compete against another STAR school to debate the topic more in-depth.


The students read short stories from the science fiction book Tomorrowland by Michael Cart.  This included a story called "His Brother's Keepers."  It was about a family who travels to Mars.  Reading the story helped inspire them for their screenplays.


The students spent time watching episodes of “Twilight Zone,” the “Outer Limits,” and “Quantum Leap” from the SciFi Channel.  These programs enabled my students to gain ideas to use in their stories.  They observed the many twists and turns that the writers use to captivate their audience.  In the end, each student created a screenplay using the scientific information that they had learned through NASA’s materials/videoconferences as well as their own creativity that had been spurred on by the SciFi Channel.  The students took the screenplays and made movies in small groups.  We picked the best movie and shared it with NASA and two other STAR schools via videoconferencing in the U.S.  The students also shared their project with a STAR school in Japan.

When students share the knowledge that they have gained to other classes, the opportunity not only provides students with a community service project that is essential to be a well-rounded individual, but also enables the creation of a teachable moment.  

The STAR project was the best program that I have encountered in my teaching career.  Many students commented on how much they learned and enjoyed the program.  It may have even encouraged some students to become future NASA scientists.

