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THE METEORITE TEACHING PACKAGE PROGRAMME OF THE NATURAL 
HISTORY MUSEUM; Monica M. Grady and R. Hutchison, Department of Mineralogy, The 
Natural History Museum, Cromwell Road, London SW7 5BD, UK. 

Abstract: The Natural History Museum has prepared four packages of meteorites, complete 
with teaching notes, available for loan at no cost to schools and colleges in the UK. The packages 
are aimed at different student ages (junior, senior and college) and contain a combination of hand 

specimens, mounts and thin sections. The loan programme is administered by the Particle Physics 
and Astronomy Research Council (PPARC). 

Introduction: one of the results of the success of the Apollo space programme was the 
production by NASA of a lunar sample teaching package for circulation throughout UK schools 

and colleges, from about 1979. In 198 1, the (then) British Museum (Natural History) compiled a 

teaching package of meteorites for use by university undergraduates. It contained a 
comprehensive selection of meteorite hand-specimens, polished mounts and thin sections. 
Following a review by the British National Space Centre, the Museum agreed to produce three 
more meteorite teaching packages (MTPs) for use by junior and high school students. These less 
elaborate packages were based on our experience in teaching children and the public from age 7 to 

70 or more. Each MTP is normally borrowed by a school or college for one week at a time, and 
their popularity is such that they are booked about 4 months in advance. 

Description: The packages are contained in attache-style cases, lined with a thick layer of 

poly-foam (see Figure). In addition to the meteorites, each case contains a copy of the Museum 
publication "Meteorites: the key to our existence" by R. Hutchison and A. L. Graham, and a set of 
teaching notes. Each hand-specimen is housed in a cavity in the foam, carved to fit the cross- 
sectional profile of the specimen. This ensures that the materials are held rigidly during transport. 
Small, fragile meteorites are encapsulated and presented as polished mounts fixed to plastic 

stands, to enable ease of handling and decrease the chance of specimen loss. All four packages 
include a polished and etched slice of an iron meteorite (Henbury), a polished slice of a pallasite 

(Imilac) and a piece of the Parnallee LL-chondrite. The polished side of this last meteorite is 

covered by a protective layer of perspex, to prevent chondrules being plucked out of the matrix 
during handling. The teaching packages also contain polished mounts of Murchison, Camel 
Donga and Nakhla. The two packages for schools (MTP3 and MTP4) are identical, and consist 
only of the basic material. The package for senior school students (MTP2) is shown in the Figure. 
In addition to the three hand-specimens and encapsulated mounts, it contains five thin sections, of 
Cold Bokkeveld, Estherville, Kernouve, Prairie Dog Creek and Stannern. The most 
comprehensive selection of material (MTP1) is aimed at university students. It was the first 
teaching package to be produced (and, until 1991, was the only package). It includes 8 hand- 
specimens (Allende, Ghubara, Henbury, Imilac, Kernouve, Khairpur, Millbillillie and Parnallee), 
which span almost the complete range of meteorites compositions and textures. Three mounted 
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specimens (Eshtherville, Imilac, Nakhla) and 9 thin sections (Allende, Ghubara, Indarch, Kapoeta, 

Kernouve, Khairpur, Millbillillie, Murchison and Parnallee) complete the package. 

Usage statistics: Although a record is kept of those who borrow the teaching packages, it is 

difficult to say exactly how many students have examined the specimens. We know from 

feedback reports that schools use the materials in different ways: whilst one school might borrow 

a package for specific project work with a single class of 25 - 30 pupils, another might circulate 
the specimens across several year groups. It has also been reported that "Open Evenings" have 

been held, for parents also to view and handle the materials. Amateur astronomy and geology 

societies have borrowed the packages for display at meetings and conventions, at which it is 

almost impossible to determine how many visitors see the meteorites. In the first year in which all 

four packages were available (1 992), they were borrowed by 91 separate institutions. We estimate 

that around 30,000 to 40,000 students from all over the UK have seen and handled the meteorites. 

The packages are returned to the Museum each year, during the summer vacation, for 

maintenance, which is mainly re-polishing of the iron meteorites, and re-affixing labels. To date, 

no specimens or sections have been lost or seriously damaged. 

Future developments: the initial teaching package was developed for university students, the 

schools packages following later. Although teachers were consulted during production of the 

materials and drafting of the notes, the teaching packages were in circulation prior to the 

establishment of the current National Curriculum for schools, with its targets and objectives. The 

teaching notes are therefore not currently linked directly to specific targets within the Key Stages 

of the curriculum. We plan, in the coming year and in collaboration with the Museum's Teachers' 

Centre, to prepare more comprehensive teaching notes plus work sheets and project suggestions, 

which will go with the packages. We also intend to prepare a set of transparencies illustrating the 

theme "Meteorites - Messengers from the Past". An accompanying script will enable non- 

specialist staff to convey the significance of meteorites to students. Should funds become 

available, we would also like to develop a cross-platform multi-media interactive CD-ROM 

covering the same theme. 
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