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At first I was having a difficult time deciding what to concentrate my research on.  Browsing the voluminous information on the resource list put me even deeper into a dilemma.  Then, I reached the Mars Reconnaissance Orbiter (MRO) link and read about an instrument called MARCI documenting weather on Mars and I knew I had found what I wanted to know a lot more about!


The Mars Reconnaissance Orbiter was launched on my mother’s birthday, August 12th in 2005 on an Atlas V-401 which is the smallest rocket in the Atlas family.  Seven months later MRO began orbiting Mars and is still sending valuable information about the surface, subsurface and atmosphere of Mars. The MRO directly supports the Mars Exploration Program goals.


The instrument on MRO that interested me the most was MARCI (Mars Color Imager).  MARCI is a weather camera that monitors clouds and dust storms.  I have students involved in NASA’s S’COOL (Students’ Cloud Observations On-Line) project, http://science-edu.larc.nasa.gov/SCOOL/index.html MARCI would connect perfectly comparing cloud information on Earth and Mars at my school. 


MARCI weighs less than a pound but as the MRO makes 12, actually almost 13, daily orbits of Mars, it taking 84 images with 5 visible and 2 ultraviolet wavelengths.  The images require further processing but they provide a daily record of meteorologic events on Mars.  In a martian year (687 Earth days), MARCI will provide records through all four seasons and in both martian hemispheres. Images will document the weather on Mars, observe dust storms, polar frost, and clouds of water vapor, water ice, and carbon dioxide crystals. MARCI's ultraviolet observations will map the distribution of water vapor and ozone in the atmosphere.


The MRO website http://marsprogram.jpl.nasa.gov/mro/ provides Mars weather reports that are posted weekly.  There are QuickTime videos available, however, I had difficulty playing the videos.  There is a map depicting areas commonly mentioned in the weather reports.  After reading the weather reports, I could have students use Google Mars to locate the area on Mars being discussed.  Connecting English/Language Arts to this project, students could act like Mars Meteorologists and write their own Mars weather report. Pointing to areas on a map of Mars projected on a Smart Board, they could deliver their report while being video taped by another student to evaluate and improve their presentation skills.
The Mars Reconnaissance Orbiter with MARCI aboard is scheduled to relay information through December 2010, but the MRO could continue to provide data for up to five additional years if NASA deems it necessary.
