Planetarium Strengths and Weaknesses written by Dr. Harold Williams

For Dr. Dehlly Porras, dean, at the request of Clarice Somersall, acting provost and vice president of the Takoma Park Campus

Stuff you need to know, but do not need to take any action on.

Strengths:  Program of monthly shows see: http://montgomerycollege.edu/Departments/planet/
Grade specific school programs: 

http://www.montgomerycollege.edu/Departments/planet/planet/k-8.htm
Weakness this program description needs to be rewritten to reflect the larger number of topics and diversity of school programs now offered, based upon different curriculum letters mailed yearly to elementary, middle, high school, and adult groups in the county.  The current description on the web leave out many good programs that are not mentioned.

Weakness, the planetarium URL is too long to go on a business card without the typeface being so small to be nearly microscopic.  Plus, who can remember a URL this long.  Remedy, register mcplanetarium.org as this is much shorter than montogmerycollege.edu/Departments/planet/ and it is currently not being used by anyone else on the web and is therefore open.  With the use of redirects in domain name registration the current URL would not even have to be changed or moved.  This would cost only about $10/year.  I am familiar with domain name registration, since I am the registered domain owner of astrolabes.org (best source of information on the web about astrolabes.  Most of the astrolabe stuff is written by James Morrison of Janus, the maker of the greatest number of astrolabes in recorded history.  I also keep my Bowie State University and South Eastern University syllabi for astronomy courses that I have taught at these institutions there.), mcstaffuion.org (web master of MC staff union, AFSCME local 2380, that I have been president, vice-president, and executive board member and am currently vice-president again), and capitalastronomers.org (web master of the National Capital Astronomers an organization that has been around since 1937, that I have been vice-president of and president and trustee and am now webmaster, still).  Plus as a historical sidelight, the Montgomery College planetarium at Takoma Park has been on the web since 1996, originally as myhouse.com/planetarium/ which predates any other part of the college having been on the web.  Plus, Paul Pedersen and myself started writing the original NSF proposal that eventually got Montgomery College connected to the Internet before the first Gulf War with Iraq.  

Weakness until recently there has not been enough square feet to store stuff used in the planetarium, but this changed in late January 2004.  For 14 years my office was also in the planetarium, a desk at the front of this unique classroom.  When the new Health Science Building opened in January of 2004 this changed, and I now have a separate office in SN106, and another base of operation in SN104 (the back preparation area for SN103, the primary physics labs on campus), as physics lab coordinator.  Stuff is still being moved between the planetarium, SS130, and SN106, Dr. Harold Williams’ office, and SN104 and two other small-closeted areas one that I share with Dr.  Susan Thornton, who has for many years done chemistry with grade school teachers and the American Chemical Society.  14 years of clutter takes a while to uncompress, but this is coming along and will be finished before July 4 of this year, despite the fact that I am on my own time until officially returning on August 23.  I am a 10-month employee really 9 months since my last payday was May 21.  I am not complaining about being 10 months instead of 12 months, because otherwise I could not pay myself out of a grants in the summer when I direct one or am included in someone else’s grant like I was for three years with EdGrid and BLT, Building Learning through Technology, at the University of Maryland.  If I where  a12 month employee this would be bad for me financially in the long run and bad for the college, too, since I would not have an entrepreneurial motive for seeking summer funds.  Even though I am a staff employee, I am obviously an academic, and need to follow an academic schedule and academic rules.  The Dean, Dr. Dehlly Porras, has been very supportive of the planetarium, by getting the planetarium a new 10 inch Meade GPS SMT GoTo telescope.  The dean and IT have also provided a new laptop computer with wireless base station connectivity to use with this telescope and for presenting programs outside the planetarium.  The dean has also promising any new furniture like shelves that may need to be ordered and installed to put everything away now that we have the square feet.  Slides of astronomical objects are becoming passe and power point presentations are being created using the many hundreds of slides.  Some conversion of slides to computer files has already taken place, this started around 1998, when slides taken at two Solar eclipse expeditions in 1991 (to Mexico) and 1998 (Curacao in the Dutch Antilles) that I went to were converted.  With the current work force of two Federal Work Study Students and a third after his mother completes this years FAFSA, Free Application For Student Aid, forms is doable.

Production Video Plans and Needs

Stuff you need to know, but do need to take action on if it is going to happen anytime soon, like this summer
A 1999 three week summer teacher workshop, “Astronomy Across the Science Curriculum: A Cooperative Workshop between Montgomery College at Takoma Park and the University of Maryland at College Park,” was filmed in Hi-8 video by Rupert Chappelle, using his equipment.  The teacher workshop grant did pay for the video tapes and Ruppert’s time that summer.  I have already working with Rupert Chappelle this summer to convert the astrolabe instruction by James Morrison to video programs that can be put on the web as streaming Quick-Time videos for use in AS101 and AS102 and subsequent summer teacher workshops.  So far we have done only a few rough cuts and put in introductory titles in about an hour of video.  AS102 will be offered via WebCT for the first time ever in the fall of 2004.  There is a gold mine of already filmed stuff here that just need lots of video editing as well a conversion from analog to digital.  This was a three week, all day workshop and we did many things and made many scientific devices like celestial spheres, spectroscopes, several different types of sundials, angle measuring devices like cross staffs, and many other things were seeing how to put thing together in a video can be effective instruction.  Shots of still images can be cut in during the filmed lectures enhancing the educational effectiveness.  Seeing real people actually assemble these objects and seeing what the instrument looked like during construction and when finished is also essential for most people to understand how to do these sorts of things.  Science is often done by building simple devices, out of inexpensive stuff, and then using it to make profound measurements.  This was done in this three week workshop, we just didn’t talk about science, we did some science.  With the dual processor Power Mac G5 computer and Final Cut Pro 3, nonlinear video editing software that we already have and have used on the “Astrolabe” video recently, and the purchase of a Sony DCR-HC30 camera (come July 1, 2004 for $399) to do analog to digital conversions as well as serve as a second camera to film planetarium shows (see the 2004-2004 schedule on the web at http://montgomerycollege.edu/Departments/plant/ ), astronomy classroom lectures, future Parking Garage Roof top astronomy extravaganzas (like the lunar eclipse of October 27, 2004 up coming; the new Sony camera also films in black and white in the infrared so crowds and telescopes in the dark can be filmed using an infrared light which is invisible to humans and other mammals), and an occasional show to go on campus cable  “The Universe at Montgomery College.”  In 1998 I produced six videos with out any editing (but we did use a script and meticulous planning of visuals still transparencies and laboratory apparatus before filming) using a single video camera and two talented Federal Work Study, FWS, students, Iya Massah and Lan Phong Bui, titled:  “Understanding Vectors in Physics,” “Projectile Motion,” “Inclined Planes,” “Calormetry,” “Using a TI-Graphing Calculator to Print Graphs and Download Programs Using the TI-Graph Link Cable and  Computer,” and “Using a TI-Graphing Calculator to do the CLEA, Contemporary Laboratory Exercises in Astronomy, ‘Radar Rotation of Mercury’” which have been used in the Math/Science Learning Center to support PH203 and PH204 and AS101.  These videos can also be converted to streaming Quick-Time for use over the web to support these courses and burned as DVD, with much greater video clarity and fidelity to be distributed to students in these courses.  The latest version of Final Cut Pro HD can be purchase for only $299 starting July 1, 2004.  With two Digital Video cameras (we already have a DV Canon Eulra camera bought with summer teacher workshop money), Final Cut Pro, and the dual processor Power Mac G5 very slick video production of astronomy and physics educational content becomes possible.  With Dr. Harold Williams and Dr. Max Nam as the talent and a few Student Assistants, SA, we are 1/2 person lean on the minimum necessary work force to go into full and major production of educational content in astronomy and physics.  FWS students can only do so much.  Jaqualine Betts (a full time college employee) and Rupert Chappelle (a half time 10 month college employee with benefits) have both done video camera work with me before and they are both quite good.  Rupert Chappelle has done lot of html work and streaming video and is a recognized videographer in Montgomery County as well as an artist and musician see URL: http://concertsinthecountry.org/.  Besides having at least a 1/2 time videographer it would be extremely helpful to have some SA, Student Assistant, money for at least 10 hours/week for two students.  I often have A+ students in AS101 whose family is upper middle class and they do not qualify to be FWS students since their parents are too prosperous.  Currently none of my FWS students, who come with their own money from financial aid, have even taken AS101.  Only one of the current three even has obvious curricular need to take AS101, a transferable lab science for non-science majors.  The SA students that I would hire this summer, if I could, have not only made A+ in AS101 and are both honors students, but have produced primitive entertaining videos using Lego Block People.  My AS101 students share lots of things with me besides the content of astronomy. The equipment is here already, or in the case of one camera to do some analog to digital pass through conversions soon will be here, and the workers could be here with only a little additional money.  The SA workers are even very cheap, $7/hour and no benefits.   The 1/2 time videographer, with non-linear video editing experience and html coding talents and artistic eye would be somewhat more expensive than the two SA students.  In fact, the videographer could be hired as a casual temp for the summer, reducing expenses to the college and other administrative overhead.  I know a good videographer who is looking for full time work this summer, who I would love to hire if my dean, Dr. Dehlly Porras or Ron Liss, who is director of distance learning and academic innovation, can find the money in their budgets or someone else’s budget.  Dr.  Harold Williams also comes along free as director and talent to any video project this summer until August 23, when he goes back on the college pay roll, too, and can continue this work.  A free, known, hard working director, Dr. Harold Williams, a summer full time videographer, Rupert Chappelle (who must be paid for, except for a few days when I can get him gratis like parts of two days already; that how I know that this will really work, we have used the college equipment and his Sony DV camera to convert the Hi-8 analog to digital video and capturing it using Final Cut Pro on the college’s G5 Mac computer and made rough cuts of the first “Astrolabe” video), and two SA workers (who are actually cheap not just inexpensive) most probably Jon Hellerman and Matthew Bowman and or Jon Hellerman younger brother who I have meet, but has not taken AS101 yet (he too is an MC student).  Can we do video production this summer or must this academic innovation wait for a time when there is more money in the budget?  We do not need much money, we already have the equipment and most of the persons in house, and some of them need a salary if we are going to make it a reality and not a missed opportunity.
