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Learning About Space 
by Cindy Kleyn-Kennedy 

 
 It may have been a while since you’ve dropped by an elementary school and if so, you 
may be unaware of many of the unique activities and events that take place in our schools. For 
example, Barry Elementary recently held a day-and-a-half-long Space Academy. 
 The event was facilitated by the New Mexico Museum of Space History from the State of 
NM Department of Cultural Affairs. Education Director Dave Dooling and a colleague, kicked off 
the event as they arrived at the school, towing a full-size replica of the Mercury space capsule.  
This was quite a sight, indeed. 
 The event, conducted primarily in the multi-purpose room at Barry Elementary, was spearheaded 
by Sara Williams, 5th grade teacher.  Williams had experienced the same event last year at Cannon Air 
Force Base with her own children and thought it a wonderfully rich experience to share with Barry 
students, at all grade levels. 
 The Space Academy began with a presentation entitled, “Awful Truth About Zero Gravity” 
officially called microgravity as we all learned, confirming or dispelling myths about space travel and life 
on space stations. Experiments were incorporated into the presentation, and students were enthusiastic 
and engaged. Some activities took place simultaneously, splitting up grade levels appropriately.  

The Star Lab was particularly intriguing for students. This inflatable dome lab had a tunnel 
through which students and adults crawled. Inside the darkened dome, the presentation was much like 
one can see at any planetarium in science museums. Throughout the day were heard the constant “oohs” 
and “ahhs” from students as they learned about constellations and more. 

Also on the menu was a particularly popular event, the “Alien Autopsy.” At the culmination of the 
portion of the presentation discussing the elements required to sustain life on earth and perhaps other 
planets, the Space Academy educator team had prepared an “alien” for students to dissect.  

This alien consisted of two flour tortillas, with the organs and body parts made of different kinds of 
pasta, gummy worms, toothpicks for ribs, and other interesting food items. There were blueberries for 
eyes, feathers representing gills, and more. Body parts were held in place by chocolate syrup “blood.” 
Groups of four students conducted the surgery using actual tools (most made of plastic, none of the items 
sharp) on the surgical pads provided. As students were guided through the steps, each stage was 
carefully documented and recorded by a designated student. The degree of attentiveness and 
meticulousness of these students was amazing, and I must have heard at least seventy kids happily 
exclaim, “I want to be a scientist when I grow up!” 

Another highlight was rocket building. Each student constructed their own rocket, with the rockets 
of the older students containing small, jetpacks for actual launching. Thanks to the City of Clovis’ Fire 
Department oversight, a few of the rockets were launched outside, accompanied by giant “OOOHHs” and 
“AAHHHHs” by students and adults alike. 

Thank you, Barry Elementary, for making such innovative projects possible for students. 
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