
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
“What do we lose when we lose the night?”  
 
“You could think of our era as the one in which stars disappeared from the sky and reappeared in our city skylines.” 
 
“Though we might love the light, we might also need the dark.” 
 
If we didn’t have a good view of a dark sky, we wouldn’t know we lived in a galaxy like the Milky Way.”   
 
“It’s only been in the last 120 years where the masses of people now have had their dark period dramatically eroded by the used of 
electric lighting.” 
 
We have lived under the stars for the vast majority of our experience . . . This is the mystery that we were all born into.” 
 
“You could live your life at home never looking up.  Do you know what’ll happen?  You’ll start thinking of your own environment 
as all there is.  And if that’s how you think about where you are, then it rises to an artificial level of importance.” 
 
“When you look at the night sky, you realize how small we are within the cosmos.  It’s kind of a resetting of your ego.” 
 
“We can trace the development of our inquiry into the universe to the ability to look up to the sky, to see things that you don’t 
understand.  Every civilization  that we know about built a science around explaining the sky that was above them that they saw at 
night.” 
 
The quotes above are all from the film, The City Dark, that you watched in class.  The film 
describes urban living as “living in a bubble” of light that obscures our view of the night sky, with 
myriad implications.   During the summer, we have a little more flexibility to break out of the 
bubble by getting out of town or just having more flexibility in our schedule to stargaze in the 

 



 

city.  Yes, even with all of the light, there is still quite a lot one can see in the city, if you can 
devote a little time and energy to it.  
 
This assignment is very elastic, meaning that you can take it as far as you would like to go with it. 
The minimum requirements are outlined below.   As I mentioned in class, the big goal is for you to 
get acquainted enough with the sky to claim it as your own. 
 
In brief, your mission is to better acquaint yourself with the sky through stargazing and journal 
about it, read  a book, from a list of books somehow related to viewing the sky, and then write a 
short essay linking your experience with the book you read.   An optional, but fun and interesting 
project that I encourage you to do, if you are able, is to participate in The Globe at Night 
international citizen-science campaign (http://www.globeatnight.org).  this summer is extra 
special in terms of sky watching in that an eclipse of the sun will happen on August 21st.  The 
entire U.S. will have a partial eclipse and a band from coast to coast will be in total eclipse 
( http://www.eclipse2017.org/2017/maps.htm).  Please enjoy this exciting experience! 
 
STAR (AND MOON!) GAZING! 
 
Though constellations were first created by ancient star gazers, modern scientists still use them to 
navigate the sky, so it really helps to recognize and find your way in the sky with them.  Your 
mission is to learn at least six constellations so that you can reliably find them in the sky.  Most 
people know the Big Dipper, which is not actually a constellation.  It is an asterism (look up the 
definition if you do not know what this means) that is part of the constellation Ursa Major.  So, 
include Ursa Major and Ursa Minor in your minimum list of constellations, in addition to 
Hercules. Hercules is required because finding it is needed for participation in The Globe at Night 
for skywatchers in the northern hemisphere in the summer months.  Locate reliably at least three 
more constellations of your choice.  It is fun!  The more the merrier.  It can be rather addictive. 
(For Tiago, in the southern hemisphere, Scorpius is the required constellation and you can choose 
the other five.) 
 
Observe the moon.  Note it’s phase and position.  You might need to research just what this 
means.  Look for satellites.  Do you see any planets?  You might need to do a little research to 
find out what planets might be out when you are viewing.  Do at least seven observations, ideally 
for nice a span of time so that you are out long enough to see how much everything moves in the 
sky.  Try to find some shooting stars during the Perseid meteor showers. They are called the 
Perseids because you can view them in the sky in the area of the constellation Perseus. They start 
in late July and peak on the nights of August 11th and 12th. Treat them like fireworks. Kick back, 
relax and enjoy the show. They are best viewed in areas darker than the city, but I have seen a 
few in the city. 
 
To help you find your way in the sky, there are myriad books and apps that can help you.  You 
might already have some in your home, but you could find many in your local library. The Globe at 
Night link ( http://www.globeatnight.org) details a good way to find Hercules.  I have several 
books, have tried several apps and used various planispheres, but the source that I find to be the 
most effective and fun is T he Stars:  A New Way to See Them  by H. A. Rey of Curious George 

 

http://www.globeatnight.org/
http://www.eclipse2017.org/2017/maps.htm
http://www.globeatnight.org/


 

fame.  It is in the library system but this is a book I urge you to get.  You and your family will have 
much fun with it.  The short chapters are really clear and helpful, but the drawings really help.  
What I find the most helpful is to look closely at the star charts during the day to prepare for the 
night.  At night, if you use a flashlight, cover the light with red transparent plastic or paper so that 
your night vision is not disturbed. 
 
For inspiration, the amateur astronomers in NYC are super knowledgeable and inspirational and 
they host fun, free stargazing events.  Here are some links to their work. 
 
http://www.aaa.org 
http://www.moonbeam.net/InwoodAstronomy/index.shtml 
 
JOURNAL 
 
Record your minimum of seven stargazing adventures.  Include the date, time, a written 
description of what you saw and a sketch of what the sky looked like, including the direction you 
were facing and indicating the constellations you found, the moon, any planets and anything else 
of note.  For each day, include at least one question that emerged from your stargazing.  Turn 
your journal in on the first day of school and be ready to share your experience in class. 
 
READ 
 
The following list includes a range of books that describe an experience of viewing the sky for you 
to read and compare to your own experience.  Whether fiction or non-fiction, each book tells a 
compelling story.  Look them up and see which one you would like to read.  (You can read more 
than one if you like.  They are all very different but quite compatible.)  Be ready to discuss your 
book upon our return to school. 
 
Every Soul a Star  Wendy Mass  (The library has many copies which can be checked out over the 
summer.)   Lots of kids enjoy reading more than one book! If you would like to read another, 
many students really enjoy this: 
 
The Sky is Not the Limit:  Adventures of an Urban Astronomer by Neil Degrasse Tyson 
 
WRITE 
 
Response Essay: My Night Sky 
 
After completing the field assignment and reading Every Soul a Star, you are asked to write a 
personal essay of no less than 2.5 pages and no more than 3 pages (12 point font, Times New 
Roman, double spaced, 1” margins) on your experience looking at the night sky. 
 
A personal essay should be just that — personal!  Let your own interests, experiences, personality, 
and ideas shine.  It is okay to use the first person (“I” or “we) in this kind of essay, but write in full 
sentences with your best grammar and spelling.  It is personal, but not private.  Expect that this 
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essay will be shared with the class.  Your essay should communicate something about your night 
sky. 
 
A good essay will focus on a small handful of points (3-5) that all connect to what you are trying 
to say about your experience with the stars. 
 
In your essay, you must spend at least one paragraph discussing how your experiences and new 
ideas about the stars relate to the book you read.  Include at least one quote from the book and 
explain why it means something to you.  You may refer to your book throughout the essay if you 
choose. 
 
In addition to the book you read, you may want to write about some (not all)  of the following 
questions: 

-What do I see when I look into the night sky? 
-What kind of feelings do I have when watching the stars? 
-How did keeping my star journal change the way I think about the stars? 
-How did keeping my star journal change the way I think about myself? 
-What about the night sky inspired stories, myths, and poetry in so many cultures  

              throughout history? 
-Do any of these stories still mean something to me today? 
-What new stories do I think of when thinking about the stars and the night sky? 
-How is my experience with the stars different from people who lived 1000 years ago or  

              more? 
-What earlier experiences of star-gazing stand out in my memory? 
-How would our lives be different if we could never see the stars? 
-How would our lives be different if we could always see the stars without any light  

             pollution or artificial light? 
-How would I describe the night sky, the moon, and stars to someone who could not see  

             them? 
 
These are meant to get you thinking, not as an outline for your essay.  Again: do not address all of 
these questions!  Be selective.  Remember, you need to tell your story in no more than 3 pages, 
and it is better to dig deeper into a few questions than to give one-sentence answers to all of 
them.  Your essay is due the first day of science class. 

 


