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Introduction: In late 2003, the New Mexico Museum of 

Natural History and Science (NMMNHS) created and, for 

the past decade has presented, an integrated program of 

museum exhibits and education, using Mars and the Mars 

Exploration Rover (MER) mission as a way to increase 

space science awareness and literacy for students, teachers, 

and the general public. The NMMNHS is a statewide 

institution and serves a statewide population that includes a 

total of 52% Hispanic and Native American populations, as 

well as a high percentage of rural communities, and 

therefore reaches an audience traditionally underrepresented 

in science.  

 

Making Tracks on Mars Exhibit: The NMMNHS 

designed and produced a complete MER exhibit entitled 

“Making Tracks on Mars” that has been continuously on 

display at the Museum since December 2003 (except for a 

short period in summer 2004 when it went on special 

exhibit at the NM Museum of Space History/Space Hall of 

Fame in Alamogordo). The exhibit was funded by local and 

regional donors and businesses and incorporates the 

following: (1) the most detailed 

 
full-scale model of the rover outside of JPL (built by 

Museum volunteers from plans provided by JPL) with a 

working pancam that can be directed by visitors, (2) a full 

Marscape with appropriate regolith, rock population, and 

background mural painted by a local artist, (3) three kiosks 

designed and built by the Museum, with hands-on 

interactive computer stations exploring the planet, the 

mission, and the rover, (4) JSC-1 Mars simulated soil and a 

display of minerals that have been identified by the rover 

instruments on Mars, (5) an ongoing updated display of 

annotated images/videos from both MER rovers (now, from 

Opportunity alone), and (6) beginning in 2012, a new 

station was added to the exhibit to provide updated 

images/videos/reports on Curiosity. During the first six 

months of the mission (from December 20, 2003 to June 

30, 2004) approximately 160,000 visitors saw and 

interacted with the exhibit. In the past ten years, a 

minimum of 200,000 visitors a year, or 2 million visitors 

total, have visited the exhibit. 

 

Publicity: Museums are a trusted community resource for 

reliable information about science. The NMMNHS was 

able to act as the local and regional source for information 

about NASA, planetary science, the MER mission and 

Mars. Over the past decade, the NMMNHS has reminded 

the local media 

about the ongoing 

mission and 

facilitated hundreds 

of stories on TV 

news (on all 5 local 

stations), local radio 

interviews, New 

Mexico newspapers, 

and magazines 

(including a feature 

story in 

Albuquerque 

Magazine). National 

coverage included a 

writeup on the 

Museum’s rover exhibit on the NASA Education Portal 

website and a segment on the Travel Channel. 

 

Education and Public Outreach: During the past decade, 

the NMMNHS has developed and provided targeted 

educational programs specifically for teachers (half-day or 

full-day workshops), students (classroom outreach 

programs and Mars-themed week-long summer programs), 

families (“Mars Family Days” with hands-on activities to 

promote family learning), general public (public evening 

lectures on site and offsite, presentations and special 
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events), and bilingual (Spanish/English) events and 

activities. In addition to our own EPO programming, we 

also hosted one of the national Marsapalooza events in 

2004, courtesy of Passport to Knowledge with funding and 

support from NSF and JPL, and we have been a site for 

Mars Teacher Professional Training provided by ASU 

Mars Education Office Coordinator Sheri Klug. During 

2004, we reached 3800 participants with targeted 

educational programming. Within the past 10 years, total 

participation in all EPO programming has approached a 

total of 10,000 adults and children.  

 

Making Tracks on Mars: 

Teacher Resource and 

Activity Guide: One of the 

results of the Museum’s 

educational programming is a 

permanent educational product; 

a complete teachers’ guide and 

curriculum. This Guide has been 

reviewed and accepted by NASA Educational Materials 

Adoption Review and is currently in a 2
nd

 edition, updated 

to include Curiosity data and information. It is available on 

DVD, with 20 new or adapted hands-on activities for 

grades 3-9, and is designed for classroom and science 

teachers and homeschool parents and can be used for both 

formal and informal education. The Guide includes basic 

information about Mars physical properties, surface, and 

atmosphere; basic information on flyby, orbiter, lander, and 

rover missions; how landing sites are chosen; and past, 

current and future missions to Mars. An extensive section 

includes all of the basic information about the Mars 

Exploration Rover mission, an annotated MER image file, 

and an annotated power point that can be used in the 

classroom. The “Making Tracks on Mars Teacher Resource 

and Activity Guide” is designed to enable teachers to use 

their students' interest in Mars as a "hook" to teach a wide 

variety of science topics. The activities can be used to 

address many different content standards in science and 

other areas. Every activity in the Guide has been tested in 

family or student workshops at the museum, or by teachers 

in the classroom. During the 04-05 school year, two 

classroom teachers piloted the curriculum by using Mars as 

a cross curriculum theme for every topic they taught. Since 

then, approximately 2000 copies of the curriculum have 

been distributed to educators and a Mars Teacher 

Workshop has been offered each year at the Museum for 

the past 10 years. With LPI's help, the Guide has been 

requested by teachers in Texas, Louisiana, Florida, and 

Bermuda. The new edition will be distributed nationally. 

 

Museum Advantages and Lessons Learned: Museums 

with physical, earth, or space science expertise are good 

partners for NASA mission EPO 

efforts. In a time of decreased national 

funding, they are local partners adept 

in interacting with the public through: 

(1) graphics/display expertise; (2) 

flexibility of approach and 

programming; (3) family learning 

opportunities; (4) audience ranging 

from pre-K through Senior Citizen; (5) 

accessible, visitor-friendly 

resource site for science 

information for the community. 

Museums can provide concise, 

factual, reliable, and entertaining 

presentations of the relevant 

information, through object-

based and experiential learning. 

Our ten years of MER-related 

education and public outreach has been successful for the 

following reasons: (1) we promoted and emphasized our 

local connections (scientists, engineers, and our Native 

American ASIP teens) to the mission to allow the public to 

feel connected, proud and involved; (2) we met community 

needs and expanded participation by partnering with other 

science education providers and school districts (including 

minority and rural schools; (3) we created our own 

programs specifically linked to MER and used the 

southwest region as an analog to Mars, through 

partnerships with NASA, JPL, ASU, Goddard and others; 

(4) we built on our strengths, resources and expertise (our 

local volunteers consisted of engineers, machinists, model 

builders so that we were able to build a replica of the rover 

and we had the resources to produce a one-of-a-kind 

exhibit); (5) we involved elementary through high school 

classroom teachers in the development of our MER 

educational programs and materials. The Mars exhibit at 

the NMMNHS continues to draw visitors and shows the 

strength of the public’s interest in space science. The Mars 

exhibit will continue to be updated and will form the 

centerpiece of the Museum’s new Space Science Wing. 
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