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A Main Idea Map- All Eyes on Mars
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   A MAIN IDEA MAP shows the most important idea and supporting ideas, or details. 

   Directions: 

To fill in the missing parts of the MAIN IDEA MAP, Type the main IDEA and DETAIL  after you have read the article.

Go to view header and footers and type in your name before you save and print this out.

	All Eyes on Mars

Jeffrey Kluger
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It turns out that Mars does not have a population of little green aliens.  Those Martians live only in books and movies. Still, the planet is humming with activity. Right now, six nosy little vehicles are rolling, digging and taking pictures all over Mars's surface, or whirring around in orbit high above. They explore the Martian soil to get clues about the planet's past. The big question: Was there ever life on the Red Planet?
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The search for life is a search for water. On September 29, the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) announced big news. A laser instrument aboard the Phoenix, a craft near Mars's north pole, had spotted snow falling through the planet's frigid sky. Martian snowfall isn't like earthly snowfall. It fell from 2.4 miles up and appeared to vaporize before it reached the surface. Still, Phoenix's observations help us see Mars as a world with weather. The planet gets occasional flurries and strong winds. Clouds and fog form at night.

Two sturdy Martian rovers have also been busy. Since landing in early 2004, the golf-cart-size Spirit and Opportunity have been on a roll. They dip into craters, drill into rocks and send back data about what Mars is made of, and about its watery past. After years on the job, Opportunity's robotic arm has stiffened. Controllers can no longer fully fold it up. Spirit has a broken front wheel, so it must drive backward! But breakdowns can have unexpected benefits. In May 2007, scientists announced the discovery of white silica (sill-ih-cuh) beneath the Martian soil. Silica is a mineral that usually forms in the presence of water. It is one more bit of proof that Mars was once a wet place. But the silica would never have been found if Spirit's broken wheel hadn't dug a trench in the soil.

Also in September, NASA announced that Opportunity would wander farther than ever. The rover is starting a trip to a crater roughly seven miles away.  That's about the total amount of ground it has covered so far. At most, Opportunity can travel about 110 yards per day. This trip will take two years! The Mars Reconnaissance (ree-con-uh-sunce) Orbiter will guide the journey from above.

More ships are on the way. In 2009, NASA hopes to launch a larger rover: the Mars Science Laboratory. Another NASA orbiter craft is scheduled to take off in 2013. The European Space Agency hopes to launch a rover in 2013. A robotic mission to gather rocks and return them to Earth is a key NASA objective.

Will NASA ever send an astronaut to Mars? It is an exciting goal. But until that time, our robot agents will have to do the exploring for us. So far, they are doing one amazing job.

Missions to Mars 

Why the mad rush to Mars? Scientists want to know whether life ever existed on our closest neighbor in the solar system. Each mission, from 1976 until today, has added a piece to that puzzle.

1980

Viking II September 1976-April 1980
Viking I July 1976-November 1982

1990

Pathfinder (with Sojourner rover) July 1997-September 1997

2000

Mars Odyssey April 2001-present
Opportunity January 2004-present
Phoenix May 2008-present

2010

Mars Reconnaissance Orbiter August 2005-present
Spirit January 2004-present
Mars Express Orbiter June 2003-present

Future NASA rover expected to launch in 2009. Orbiter planned for 2013.










