
 
 

Engaging Satellite Eyes 
This is a quick engagement activity that allows students to use a spectroscope to view the spectra from incandescent, 

red, and heat bulbs. The spectra observed through the spectroscope simulate what satellites are able to see as they 

gather information about Earth’s surface from space. This activity can be extended or revisited later in the unit if 

desired and should get students thinking about how satellites gather data, the types of data collected, and how these 

data can be used.  
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Learning Outcomes 
Upon completion of this activity, students will be able to: 

 Describe the spectra produced by different light sources. 

 Describe how satellites gather information about Earth’s surface. 

 

Curriculum Alignment 
2010 North Carolina Essential Standards for Earth and Environmental Science 

 EEn 1.1.3-Energy is transferred from the sun to the Earth by radiation 

 EEn 2.6-Patterns of global climate change over time. 

Climate Literacy Framework-4D, 5B, 5C 

 

Materials & Technology 
 Lamp or porcelain bulb holder for standard size bulbs 

 Incandescent bulb (wattage does not matter) 

 Red bulb 

 Heat bulb 

 Crayons or colored pencils 

 Student spectroscopes 

Classroom time required 
15-30 minutes 

Student Preparation 
Students need to know what the electromagnetic spectrum is and that satellites sense REFLECTED light from the 

Earth’s surface. 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:EM_Sp
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Procedure 
1. Place each bulb in the lamp and allow students to view the bulbs through the spectroscope. 

2. Sketch the spectrum for each bulb. 

3. Display examples of satellite imagery-weather, forested area, and coastlines are good examples. (See resources 

below). 

Differentiation 
Check for students with either vision problems or who are color blind.  If so, pair the student with someone who will 

be able to provide a good verbal representation of the colors in the spectra. 

Formative Assessment 
Whole group discussion on the following questions: 

1. What does each type of bulb represent? (incandescent-full spectrum including IR and  because of the heat 

produced, red-near IR, heat lamp-middle and near IR ranges) 

2. How are the spectra a like/different? 

3. What could explain the differences in spectra? 

4. Using satellite images from NASA web sites, ask students to identify whether images were made using IR 

sensors or full spectrum sensors. 

Required Resources 
http://www.info.com/nasa%20satellite%20imagery?cb=27&cmp=3913&gclid=CP20qKO6xrACFYlk7Aodw0_QoA 

http://weather.msfc.nasa.gov/GOES/ 

http://www.goes.noaa.gov/ 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:EM_Spectrum_Properties_edit.svg 
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