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Introduction: Embedding educators in scientific 

research environments provides unique learning and 
teaching experiences. Research experiences have been 
shown to enhance teachers’ STEM (Science, Technol-
ogy, Engineering, and Mathematics) professional 
knowledge and skills [1], which impacts the quality of 
their student’s classroom experience and performance 

[2]. Teacher partnerships also create more opportuni-
ties for scientists, engineers and technologists to be 
engaged in outreach in formal and informal settings. 
Both communities benefit from teacher research expe-
rience programs.  

Airborne Astronomy Education and Outreach: 
NASA conducts research in Earth and space sciences 
using airborne platforms. The airborne astronomy re-
search aircraft are designed to conduct infrared astron-
omy possible only from high altitudes or in space. Air-
borne telescopes have a significant advantage: they 
perform like space missions but land each morning. 
Airborne observatories bring together STEM profes-
sionals and STEM educators in a unique research envi-
ronment. This talk will reflect upon the lessons learned 
from the Flight Opportunities for Science Teacher En-
Richment (FOSTER) program conducted coopera-
tively between NASA Headquarters, NASA Ames 
Research Center and the SETI Institute. The FOSTER 
program provided professional development for teach-
ers and flight experiences onboard NASA’s Kuiper 
Airborne Observatory (KAO) from 1991 until 1995 
when the observatory was retired [3, 4, 5, 6]. Late in 
the KAO’s service, a series of flights hosted “Live 
from the Stratosphere,” a nation-wide educational 
broadcast, transmitted directly from the KAO to 
schools, NASA centers, and science museums. The 
“Live from the Stratosphere” events point to media-
driven outreach opportunities for suborbital vehicles of 
all types. The KAO’s successor, the Stratospheric Ob-
servatory for Infrared Astronomy (SOFIA) is designed 
to support an expanded research experience for teacher 
teams with the Airborne Astronomy Ambassador pro-
gram, which draws upon experiences from FOSTER 
on the KAO and comparable teacher research experi-
ences in diverse scientific environments [7].  Educa-
tor’s research experiences translate into new classroom 
teaching strategies and public outreach in their com-
munities.  
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Additional Information: For additional informa-
tion on SETI Institute’s Education and Public Outreach 
programs, please visit: http://www.seti.org and the 
SOFIA Education and Outreach program at 
http://www.sofia.usra.edu/  
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