LAB SUMMARY GUIDELINES:

Below is a sample lab summary for the 2nd lab that you performed.  Since you did not have a sample before, I have been extremely lenient on the grading.  HOWEVER, there are certain things you should avoid in your lab summary.  Here are some of the things you should NOT include:

1)  Misspellings and grammatical errors.  Double check your work.  There were some really glaring errors in several of the ones turned in so far (we’re ASTRONOMERS, not astrologers!).

2)  Vague statements like “This lab was helpful.”  Or “This lab was confusing.”  Don’t editorialize or put in fluff like “This lab was long.”  How did it relate to the practice of astronomy??  Why did you do some activity with your fist and a piece of tape if you’re trying to find distances to stars?  

3)  Your own handwriting.  Type it up.  Make it nice.  Be thankful you don’t have to do REAL lab reports!

You should run your lab summary past someone who has NO idea what you’ve been doing and see if they get anything from it.  If they STILL have no idea what you’ve been doing, then your lab summary needs some work.
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LAB SUMMARY:  Parallaxes and Stellar Distances

In this lab we explored the most direct method used by astronomers to determine cosmic distances:  Parallax.  Parallax is the apparent shift in the position of an object because of the motion of the observer, and is easily seen when you hold your finger in front of your face and look at it from one eye and then the other.  Your finger appears to move.
Before applying the concept of parallax to the distant stars we had to familiarize ourselves with measuring the angular shift.  To do this, we calibrated the angular size of our fists held at arm’s length.  By seeing where the angular size of my fist exactly equaled the angular separation of two dots on the wall AND by measuring the distance to the wall and applying rules of similar triangles as drawn in the lab handout, I was able to find that my fist has an angular size of 10 degrees.  

Once I knew how to measure angles with my fist, I practiced determining a distance to an object (a piece of tape on a window) by finding the parallax when I viewed the tape from two spots separated by 2 feet.  I found that the angular shift was about 4 degrees, giving a computed distance of 28.6 feet.  The actual distance measured was 25.5 feet, so my percent error was 12%.  This is reasonable considering that our hands do not have any sort of even subdivisions to measure angles by.  
Knowing that parallax works and, more importantly, WHY it works, we were then able to determine distances to a number of stars whose parallaxes have been measured by the Hipparcos satellite.  
Overall this lab helped me to better understand how astronomers determine accurate distances to objects that we can never visit.  The geometry is the same whether you look at nearby objects or distant objects.  The only difference is that the baseline for measuring stellar parallaxes is 300,000,000 kilometers and the angles are not measurable without some seriously precise technology.





















