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Students Find Trans-Neptunian Object

“Look at our subtraction. Does
this look like anything to you?”

Two high school students asked
their astronomy teacher about a
streak of light they had found in an
image from the edge of the solar
system. He said no, that the light
was probably cosmic rays, but
asked them to keep looking. He
had seen, below the light, a pair of
dots indicating an object.

The students continued study-
ing the image and soon noticed the
dots. The teacher, Hughes Pack of
Northfield Mount Hermon School
(NMH) in Massachusetts, said to
himself, “I can’t believe it! They've
discovered a Kuiper Belt object!”
The image the students showed
him was one they had produced
themselves by combining images
provided by the Lawrence Berkeley
National Laboratory in California.
If the students—Miriam Gustafson
of Ambridge, PA, and Heather Mc-
Curdy of Killingworth, CT—had not
been meticulous with their mea-
surements, their calculations would
not have come out well enough to
see the very dim Kuiper Belt object.

The Kuiper Belt orbits beyond
what is known as the ice line and
contains frozen chunks of matter
believed to be left over from the
formation of the solar system. Ob-
jects from this region are known as
trans-Neptunian. The piece of ice
and rock found by the students
measures 100 miles in diameter
and was called Paco, Heather’s
brother’s nickname, for the first
week after its discovery. It is now
registered with the Minor Planet
Center in Cambridge and has the
official name of 1998 FS144.

While there are 10,000 catego-
rized asteroids, only about 72 ob-
jects have been identified in the
Kuiper Belt, according to Pack. As-
teroids, unlike Kuiper Belt objects,
exist in the Main Belt, which orbits
between Mars and Jupiter.

“Within the limits we had, we

did so much,” said Heather. “There
really are no limitations when
you're exploring outer space. It’s
just free range. With more equip-
ment, we could do a lot more.” As
a result of this experience, Heather
is considering studying astronomy
in college. “Mr. Pack is a great
teacher. He showed us so much en-
thusiasm throughout, [that] it gave

us ours,” Heather explained. “He's
an inspiration.”

The students made the discov-
ery on October 30, 1998. They ana-
lyzed the data at their computer
and performed the calculations.
George Peterson of Marshfield, MA,
joined the team as an observer.

SEE STUDENTS, PAGE 5

—Glenn Minshall

Students in Hughes Pack’s astronomy class at Northfield (MA) Mount Hermon
School discovered a Kuiper Belt object during their class research. Here Pack (far
right) and the students observe a computer image that contains the object.
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ESEA Reauthorization Gears

In an expected move, Rep.
William Goodling (R-PA), chair of
the House Education Committee,
introduced—and the committee
passed—a change in procedure
that will affect the reauthorization
of the Elementary and Secondary
Education Act (ESEA), the main
K-12 education law. The full Edu-
cation Committee, not the Sub-
committee on Early Childhood,
Youth, and Families, as anticipat-

Up in Congress

ed, will mark up or draft the
ESEA. This allows Goodling to
have more oversight with ESEA
and to move it through Congress
quickly—one of his stated goals.
Democrats strongly disapproved of
this measure.

In a letter, Goodling says he
anticipates dividing ESEA issues be-
tween the two education subcom-

SEE LEGISLATIVE, PAGE 2
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STUDENTS,
from page 5

HOU is supported by the Na-
tional Science Foundation, the
Department of Defense, and the
Department of Energy. “The HOU
program has become very popular
because it takes real astronomical
images and, through the use of the
special software, allows students to
carry out actual scientific investiga-
tions,” said NSF program director
Joe Stewart. “These are ‘real’ in-
vestigations, not ‘programmed’ in-
vestigations, in the sense that the
students can discover things not
previously known.”

NMH, founded by D.L. Moody
in 1978, is an independent, college-
preparatory boarding school with
students from all over the United
States and 40 other countries. Stu-
dents take two major classes per
term for in-depth study, and astron-
omy is taught at all grade levels.

For pictures of the Kuiper Belt
object, see http://astronomy.geecs.
org, the HOU website run by a
group of students led by Chris Mi-
cali. Many students have used
HOU to explore astronomical data.
For examples of their work, see
http://hou.lbl.gov/research. For
more information on HOU, see
http://hou.lbl.gov. @





