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New exercises for a distance-education introductory astronomy course have been developed 
based on the SkyGlobe (TM) planetarium program, distributed as shareware by KlassM 
Software of Ann Arbor, Michigan. One aim of these exercises is to supplement the course text 
and enhance visualization of the orbital motions of Solar System objects. The use of graphs 
made from tables of measured data is also emphasized in what may be the only science course 
some students take. A sample laboratory and two assigned exercises stressing planetary motion 
are based on SkyGlobe (TM). The remaining three exercises in the course use stellar and 
extragalactic data from the Astronomical Data Centers7 CD-ROM. 

SkyGlobe (TM) is a program for PC-compatible computers which simulates views of the sky 
in a versatile and accurate manner. As such it is well suited for use by students using distance 
education, which in the Athabasca University course consists primarily of home study. The 
first laboratory exercises in the course, Introduction to Astronomy and Astrophysics [I], are 
concerned with the motions of Solar System objects, and also introduce methods of data 
presentation and analysis. The final exercises, not discussed here, are about stellar and 
extragalactic astronomy. To introduce students to the program and to presenting their findings 
in writing, the first laboratory exercise is provided with a solution in the form of a sample 
report. This exercise studies eclipses and introduces concepts ranging from the general aspects 
of motions of the Sun and Moon to that of the parameters of the orbit of the Moon, 
particularly its nodes and inclination to the Ecliptic. The concept of the parallax of the Moon 
is also illustrated, and it is interesting to note that the geometry of the November 3 1994 solar 
eclipse, as seen from Peru, leads to a simple calculation of the distance to the Moon. The first 
assigned exercise is less sophisticated than the sample, and focusses on the difference between 
sidereal and synodic periods. A plot of the angular distance travelled by the Moon each day is 
used in conjunction with Kepler's laws to deduce when it is closest to the Earth. The 
analemma is constructed by observing solar positions near sunset and the relation of day 
length to the declination of the Sun is deduced. In the second assigned exercise, the sidereal 
periods of the inner planets are computed through observation of the synodic period. For the 
Jovian planets the approximate sidereal period is obtained from observations of angular 
motion over the space of a year. These data are used to explore Kepler's third law and to 
deduce the mass of the Sun. Retrograde motion of Mars is also observed. 

Through the use of a realistic and accurate sky simulation, concepts are presented to the 
students in a "hands-on" fashion. This approach is expected to clarify concepts which often 
present difficulties to beginning students. 
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