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Introduction: The Rock Around the World 
Program (RATW) began with a blending of desired 
outcomes from two disciplines – science and 
education.  First, as an extension of the ASU Mars 
Education Program, there was a desire to inspire 
students to become more interested in science. The 
premise was that kids of all ages like space and, in 
turn, kids like Mars. Using the lure of Mars to get 
them interested in science seemed like a good plan.  
Secondly, there was a desire from the ASU Mars 
science team to collect more rock samples from 
around the world to expand the earth-based rock 
library at Arizona State University.  This library 
currently supports research that is being conducted by 
the Thermal Emission Spectrometer (TES), the 
Thermal Emission Imaging System (THEMIS) - both 
in orbit around Mars, and the two Mini-Thermal 
Emission Spectrometer (Mini-TES) instruments 
onboard the Mars Exploration Rovers on the surface 
of Mars.  All of these instruments are currently being 
used to study rocks on Mars.  The Rock Around the 
World Program evolved from these beginning ideas 
and has become an inspiration to all involved. 

Procedure: The initial announcement for the 
Rock Around the World Program was made in 
January 2005 during a NASA/JPL press conference 
that presented the first Mini-TES results.  P. R. 
Christensen, Principal Investigator of the Mini-TES 
instrument made the initial announcement calling for 
rocks to be sent to ASU. The Mars Exploration 
Program also posted the announcement on their Mars 
Exploration Rover website.  The requirements asked 
that the rock sample was to be between 2” and 6” in 
size.  The sender was requested to include basic 
information (name, address, etc.) with each sample.  
Each sender had the option to include latitude, 
longitude of the sample site, a map with the location 
marked where the rock was collected, a picture of the 
rock and/or collection location, and a short story 
describing the rock location.  Each RATW 
participant received a certificate with a rock 
identification number and a “Explore Mars” sticker. 

As each rock sample arrives, it is cataloged with a 
unique Rock Around the World (RATW) number.  
The sample is then taken to the spectrometer 
laboratory where it is heated in an oven.  A spectrum 
is taken and calibrated for each rock.  Finally, a 
picture is taken of the rock and each labeled rock 

sample is stored in the Rock Around the World rock 
room. All of the collected data, including the point of 
origin of the rock and the first name of the sender is 
posted on the Rock Around the World website - 
http://ratw.asu.edu.  Several special tools have been 
added to the RATW website.  These include an 
interactive world map.  Each web visitor can click on 
a rock location and a display of rocks from that 
region will appear.  Each RATW participant can 
input their RATW number to find their specific rock. 
A picture of the rock is posted, along with the 
calibrated spectrum. The TES team has also put four 
virtual rock libraries on-line, so each participant can 
deconvolve or “unmix” their spectrum to see what 
library fits best – igneous, metamorphic, sedimentary, 
or the general rock library. A “Follow the Rock” 
picture gallery allows the visitor to travel with their 
rock after it arrives at the Mars Space Flight Facility. 

Outcomes: There have been several exciting 
outcomes from the Rock Around the World Program. 
Within three days of the initial press conference 
announcement, rocks started arriving at the Mars 
Space Flight Facility at Arizona State University. A 
crew of six undergraduate ASU students were 
recruited and trained in the RATW procedure and 
running the spectrometer.  The RATW crew also 
manages the collection on a day-to-day basis. This 
group of undergraduates (many of who are not 
science majors) have now had experience working in 
a NASA-related laboratory and using scientific 
instruments.  This may, in time, impact decisions on 
their college major.  If not, they have been exposed to 
science, the scientific process and an understanding 
of research that will carry through into their adult 
life.  

The Rock Around the World Program has 
received, to date, over 5,800 rocks.  Geographically, 
this number is distributed world-wide. The 
participants have sent rocks from areas in Greenland 
to Northern Australia. The participant’s ages have 
been from 3 months to 64 years old.  RATW 
submissions have included everything from maps, 
hand-drawn pictures, and stories to GIS readings and 
scientific literature about their collection region. 

 
Future Prospects: The number and enthusiasm of 
the Rock Around the World participants has shown 
the educational interest that was hoped for at the 
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outset of this program.  This collection of rocks from 
the various regions on Earth will be studied for years 
to come and has great potential to become a world-
class research collection.  The Rock Around the 
World Program has had such a positive effect in all 
areas (education, science, and science literacy) that, 
according to P. Christensen, it will gladly continue 
for years to come. 
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