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     In the study of Earth Science, weathering, erosion, and deposition are important to the history of the Earth, and are responsible for the current appearance of the planet.  When studying other planets, we can take what we know about these Earth processes, and explain what may be happening on other planets.
     Our neighbor planet, Mars, has evidence that it may at one time possessed water.  The surface of Mars shows what appear to be dry river beds, and gullies.  This may mean that not only water once was on Mars, but that it may have contained primitive life as well.

     The Mars Reconnaissance Orbiter mission was launched to study the history of water on Mars.  The MRO launched from Cape Canaveral in 2005.  It took seven months to get to Mars.  When it arrived, it took six months of aerobraking to reach the right speed for orbiting and for science exploration.  The instruments on the orbiter, including a camera that is the largest ever flown on a planetary mission, are looking for shorelines and analyzing layers of deposits.  It is also examining the underground ice to see how deep it is, which would help scientists determine if it is a product of water on the planet, or a product of the seasonal changes in water vapor on the planet.
     Images caught by the MRO’s cameras in the Terra Sirenum region of Mars show impact craters with gullies, which would indicate that run-off water flowed into them at some point in their history.  A similar crater on Earth, the Barringer Crater in Arizona, shows similar gullies.  Since we know that water is present on Earth, we can attribute the gullies in the Barringer Crater to water erosion.  In viewing both images side by side, you can see that the two craters, one on Earth and one on Mars, have similar features.


Image on the left courtesy of www.barringercrater.com.  Image on the right courtesy of The Jet Propulsion Laboratory and was taken by the Mars Reconnaissance Orbiter.  
     Both craters have a raised outer rim, characteristic of impact craters.  Both also have gullies going from the rim to the center of the crater.  This is evidence of erosion, most likely from flowing water.

IN THE CLASSROOM
     In my classroom, we study the effects of weathering, erosion, and deposition as it applies to the study of the Earth.  I would use this information not only during that study, but during the space science unit as well. When we make impact craters, I think that it would be interesting to spray water into them to create gullies from the water.  When this happens, students could hypothesize about what is happening in the Mars images and in the images of other impact craters on Earth.    I look forward to sharing this information with my students.
Information taken from www.marsprogram.jpl.nasa.gov/mro and www.barringercrater.com .
