FEATURE STORY
Students connect with international space station

S

tudents, teachers and
parents gather for a
once-in-a-lifetime experience. There’s a quiet anticipation in the air as they wait,
hoping to make contact.
Everyone is silent, almost
afraid to breathe.

“It doesn’t take long for both students and parents to
be drawn in by the questions and answers volleying
back and forth,” said Reed Steele, director at the Challenger Learning Center of Lucas County in Toledo.
“As an educator, it’s fascinating to see. I can see the
enlightenment on their faces.”
Students learn that international collaboration is vital
in space exploration, since the space station was built
cooperatively by nations on four continents and has
hosted astronauts from 16 countries. ARISS is an
international group run by volunteers from nine countries including Japan, Russia, Canada, and the US.
“This is a deeply touching learning experience that
transforms Ohio students for the day into scientists,
engineers and researchers,” said Steele. “The program
truly motivates the students and captures their interest
in science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM
fields). Several of them have expressed interest in
pursuing more knowledge in those fields and I believe
that they will be a part of making history one day.”

Suddenly the radio comes alive with a squelching
start. They hear a scratchy voice emanating from the
speaker, sending a virtual jolt of electricity through the
bodies of all present. As the voices from space fill the
room, those assembled turn to each other with mouths
open. They can hardly believe that this is actually happening.

The Challenger
Learning Center, one
of 50 international
centers, hosted the
event. The Toledo
center is specifically
dedicated to the
Challenger 51-L
space shuttle crew.
But it is. The assembled students now have the opportunity, for 10 scant minutes, to line up and talk
directly with the orbiting crew of the International
Space Station (ISS). Thanks to the Amateur Radio on
the International Space Station (ARISS) program, this
international communication program brings together
students, ham radio operators from across the globe
and the ISS in-orbit crew to share questions, discoveries and their shared awe of outer space.
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Kari Strausmire, a
sophomore at Clay
High School in
Oregon, Ohio, is one
of hundreds of students who have experienced radio contact with the ISS
through an ARISS radio link set up at the Challenger
Learning Center.
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Strausmire participated in a September 2008 ARISS
contact event. Wanting to become an emergency room
physician, she realizes that the technological advances
in the field of medicine are useful byproducts of the
space program.
“My mom told me that she used to laugh at all the science fiction shown on Star Trek—like communicators
and scanners,” said Kari. “But now I am seeing that
technology is making things like Internet on my cell
phone, CT and MRI scanners, infrared thermometer
and pulsometers real. There’s no telling where it will
go,” she said.
ARISS incites fascination

The ARISS program now provides both global interactions as well as STEM-related learning opportunities for school communities, including elementary
and high school students, teachers, families and local
residents.

While students and teachers alike say ARISS is captivating and exciting, it’s more than just a fun opportunity for amateur radio students to communicate with
celebrity astronauts like Ohio natives Greg Johnson,
Sunita Williams and Carl Walz.

Voices from space
To date, there have been 379 ARISS ISS-to-Earth ham
radio contacts, Steele said. “Students have asked astronauts questions on every subject from what it feels
like to be weightless, to what precautions the ISS crew
would need to take in the event of a solar storm,” he
said.
For a school, the opportunity to let students talk with
astronauts in space via amateur radio is a highly
sought-after activity that requires a significant amount
of preparation.

Since it started in 1983 by astronaut Owen Garriott
aboard the space shuttle Columbia, amateur radio in
space’s purpose has been to stimulate student interest
in the STEM fields.
On that first trial attempt, Garriott used a 2.5-watt
Motorola handheld radio and a special antenna that
was attached to the inside of the orbiter’s window with
hook and loop tape. That Shuttle Amateur Radio Experiment proved the viability of amateur radio in space
and laid the groundwork for future deployment aboard
the ISS.
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variety of space-related projects and activities to occur
in conjunction with the radio contact. The limited slots
and strong demand assure that the most enthusiastic
schools with the best proposals become ISS contacts.
The International Space Station experience is a first
step students can take towards exploration of the
planets and deep space, Steele said. “It’s now so large
that it can be seen from earth with the naked eye as a
bright planet passing overhead,” he said.
For 10 minutes in the pre-dawn and early evening
hours, students can experience the thrill of hearing the
voices originating from that point of light in space.

The waiting list is currently over two years. Interested
schools must submit an application, but not every
school that applies is chosen. Once approved, the
school can be scheduled for a contact. A school must
have a sponsoring teacher, a willing group of ham
volunteers ready to set up the radios and antennas, and
an active science program that includes space studies. The school is also asked to design a science and
space-oriented educational proposal that includes a

For further information on this story, contact Dorothea
Howe, senior writer and editor, at dorothea.howe@
ode.state.oh.us. Consultants John Slage and Jerry
Dobb contributed to this story.

Web Resources:
For more information about how your school can participate, visit www.ariss.org. To apply for an
ARISS contact, follow the links for instructions on how to complete the application. You will also
find the requirements form and a checklist to help guide you through the ARISS process.
Applications can be obtained:
www.nasa.gov search on ARISS
www.arrl.org – The national association of amateur radio
http://www.rac.ca/ariss/oindex.htm - Amateur Radio on the International Space Station (ARISS)
Listen to an actual ARISS broadcast of ISS astronaut and Ohio native Sunita Williams linking up with
students in March 2007 by clicking on the following link:
http://www.arrl.org/news/stories/2007/03/26/100/ARISS-ShakerHeights.mp3
For ISS tracking information, visit: http://www.heavens-above.com/.
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