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Students participating in NASA’s ISS EarthKAM (International Space Station Earth Knowl-
edge Acquired by Middle School Students) program have taken thousands of photographs of
Earth from space. Photographs taken by the ISS EarthKAM program offer a compelling,
inquiry-based avenue for students and teachers to explore and better understand Earth.

This guide suggests a variety of ways in which ISS EarthKAM photographs can be integrated
into inquiry-based learning activities that enhance the learning and teaching of science, geog-
raphy, mathematics, and technology.

This Exploring Earth from Space lithograph set includes the following:

• Educator’s guide with student information sheet and worksheet

• 14 lithographs:

ISS EarthKAM Photography

Earth Features Seen from Space

Andalusia, Spain

Buenos Aires, Argentina

Cloud Patterns

Colorado River

Creative Agriculture in Response to Limited Water

Ganges River Delta

Gazankulu Homeland, South Africa

Nile River Delta

Northeast Coast of Australia

Rio Salado, Argentina

San Jose, California

Tibetan Plateau
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Introduction
NASA’s ISS EarthKAM program offers a unique opportunity for students across the United States and
around the world to take images of Earth from space. Using the tools of modern technology—including the
Internet and a digital camera mounted on the International Space Station (ISS)—EarthKAM students are
able to take stunning, high-quality photographs of our planet. This lithograph set includes a sampling of
these ISS EarthKAM images.

This guide provides suggestions for introducing space-based photographs of Earth to students, shows how
to identify and analyze key features within these lithograph images, and outlines a variety of activities
that can be integrated into the teaching of science, geography, mathematics, and technology.

Understanding ISS EarthKAM Photography
More information about how the images are taken is available on the ISS EarthKAM Camera lithograph.
Many more images, as well as education support materials and information describing how to participate
in the ISS EarthKAM program, are available on the Web at http://www.earthkam.ucsd.edu

Familiarizing Yourself with ISS EarthKAM Lithographs
We recommend that you spend time examining the lithographs—identi-
fying features, locating them on maps, asking questions, and so on—
before introducing them to your class. The Earth Features Seen from
Space lithograph and the student sheets are helpful guides. Visit the
Educators section of the ISS EarthKAM Web site (www.earthkam.ucsd.edu)
for additional support in exploring the images, including answers to the
questions posed on the back of each lithograph.

Introducing ISS EarthKAM Lithographs to Students
When presenting the lithographs to students, explain that they are visible- light photographs taken from the ISS or
the Space Shuttle. Emphasize that the photographs were taken by students just like themselves who have
participated in the ISS EarthKAM program.

Explore a Photograph
Have students explore a lithograph in detail. The Exploring Earth from Space worksheet, located at the end
of this guide, offers a series of questions that will help students discover information from the image. To
foster an open-ended, inquiry-style experience, tell students not to read the back of the lithographs until
you direct them. This approach fosters student creativity and improves critical observation skills. Encour-
age students to use atlases and other reference materials to enhance their exploration of the photograph.

Brainstorm Questions
As students work with the lithographs, prompt them to write down questions and ideas generated as a result
of their exploration. Working with Earth photographs involves asking questions about a) what is there,
b) why it is there, c) how did it get there, d) what effects it has, and e) what this suggests about an area or
topic. These questions often serve as the basis for further study of other images. This brainstorming is
most successful if done as a class or group discussion.
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Integrating ISS EarthKAM Lithographs into Your Curriculum
Earth photographs can spark student interest, be sources of questions and information, serve as starting
points for inquiry-based studies of Earth, and be used in student assessment. Many topics for study are
possible with these lithographs, as well as with the thousands of images available through the ISS
EarthKAM Web site located at http://www.earthkam.ucsd.edu. Outlined below are ideas for using ISS
EarthKAM imagery to enhance your curriculum.

Map Skills and Geographic Analysis
Students can use the latitude and longitude coordinates provided with each image to determine the
image’s location on a world atlas. They can match the features in the photographs to the same features in
atlases. Students can create a classroom bulletin board by mounting the lithographs around a world map
and then using string to connect each lithograph to the corresponding location(s) on the map. What parts
of the world are shown in the photographs? What human and physical characteristics can be identified
from maps of the photographed regions? What types of information
do images of Earth provide that maps do not?

Land Use and Agriculture
Images of Earth from space show how agriculture shapes Earth’s
surface. Rio Salado, Creative Agriculture, Buenos Aires, Northeast
Coast of Australia, and Nile River Delta show different types and
patterns of agriculture. Students can consider both the importance
and the impact of agriculture. They can look at the relationships
among agricultural lands, natural vegetation, water sources, and cities. Where does agriculture occur?
Why is it located in some areas, but not others? What are the patterns and shapes of agriculture? What
factors cause these observed patterns and shapes? How does agricultural development affect natural
ecosystems?

Land Use and Conservation
Human use of the environment, as well as efforts to protect and conserve environments from human
influence, can be seen in the lithographs. Gazankulu Homeland, Ganges River Delta, and Andalusia, Spain
all show side-by-side areas of settlement and conservation. This type of visual information gives students
a context for studying conservation issues and human geography. How do the protected lands appear
different from the unprotected lands? What are the borders between them like? What types of land are
protected? Why are these lands protected? For what are the nonprotected lands used?

Cultures
Earth photographs can be used as an entry point into the study of regional culture and history. Gazankulu
Homeland shows a visual contrast between rural settlements and a national park. What were the social
and political factors that led to this settlement pattern? How are these factors different today? Urban areas
are a reflection of the cultures that build them. Close study of Buenos Aires shows a city with docks,
streets, airports, parks, and racetracks. What do the people of Buenos Aires do for work and for
recreation?
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Rivers
Rivers, vital parts of the water cycle and major shapers of Earth’s surface, are particularly visible when
viewed from space. Students can observe variations in river form, how rivers are a cause and a reflection
of a given area’s landscape, and how humans use and affect rivers; they can also compare different types
of drainage systems. They can compare the deltas in Ganges River Delta, Buenos Aires, and Nile River Delta.
Prominent rivers are visible in Rio Salado, Creative Agriculture, Andalusia, Spain, and Colorado River. What
do rivers look like and why? What colors are rivers in the lithographs and why are there differences? Why
do some rivers meander, while others follow a more direct path?

Geologic Features and Processes
Many types of geologic features and processes can be observed from the perspective of space. The San
Andreas Fault slices a straight line across the San Jose lithograph. What do fault lines look like? Volcanism,
folding, and differential erosion are visible in Colorado River. Students can sometimes identify
sedimentary and igneous rock formations in the lithographs. They can compare sedimentary landforms
in Colorado River to igneous or metamorphic landforms in Northeast Coast of Australia or San Jose. How do
sedimentary rocks appear to erode compared to igneous rocks? How are volcanic mountains shaped
compared to other types of mountains?

Atmospheric Processes
One factor influencing weather is the difference in the heat-holding capacities of
land and water. Students can observe the location of clouds in relation to land
masses and water in Cloud Patterns, and they can develop explanations for their
observations. Students can also download current images of clouds from weather
sites on the Web to expand their study of weather patterns and phenomena.

Change over Time and Space
Photographs of Earth taken from space offer compelling visual information that can be used to study
changes over time. By comparing photographs of the same area taken at different times, students can
analyze such things as seasonal and human-caused changes. Tibetan Plateau shows images taken 10
months apart. What has changed between these two images? Are these changes surprising? What features
have changed? Students can use Web resources to find additional images of the areas shown in these
lithographs to observe change over longer periods of time. How do rivers change on a seasonal basis?
How much have cities or agricultural regions grown or shrunk over time?

Mathematics
The ISS EarthKAM lithographs offer practical, real-life opportunities for students to learn many math
skills, including measurement, proportionality, scale, and graphing. Students can use the dimensions of
the photographs to create a scale bar and measure the size of objects. How long is the dam and how large
are the agricultural fields in the Rio Salado lithograph? What is the area of the Nile River Delta? What is
the average population density of Buenos Aires? The back of the Buenos Aires lithograph states that the
city is home to about 13 million people, and students can estimate the size of the city from the
photograph. What is the scale of the photograph? How does this scale compare to the scale of an atlas?
How large are various features? What is the relative size of different features?
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Supplemental Resources
ISS EarthKAM images are only one of many available types of Earth imagery. This guide and the Exploring Earth

from Space Worksheet can be used with images and remotely sensed data of Earth taken from space by other instru-

ments. These sources of information can help you find additional images and resources for use in your classroom.

Also check your local library, the Web, and your NASA Educator Resource Center.

Books
Earth from Space:  An excellent introduction to studying Earth using various types of images. Text by Dr. Amy Leventer

and Dr. Geoffrey Seltzer, National Audubon Society Pocket Guide, Alfred A. Knopf, 1995. ISBN 0679760571.

Looking at Earth: Topographical portrait of Earth, organized by region, including stunning visual photographs collected by
spacecraft and remote-sensing equipment. Priscilla Strain and Frederick Engle, National Air and Space Museum
Smithsonian Institution and Turner Pub. ISBN 1878685163. (Out of print.)

Mission: Earth, Voyage to the Home Planet:  A first-hand account of an astronaut’s journey on the Space Shuttle
Endeavour recounts his mission to study the health of the planet. Thomas D. Jones and June A. English, Scholastic Press,
1996. ISBN 0590485717.

National Geographic Satellite Atlas of the World: In this unique atlas, remotely sensed photographs (of all types), maps,
and information are interconnected and organized by geographic region. National Geographic Society, 1998. ISBN
0792272161.

Orbit: NASA Astronauts Photograph the Earth: High quality photographs taken by Shuttle astronauts. J. Apt, M. Helfert,
J. Wilkinson, R. Ressmeyer, National Geographic Society, 1996. ISBN 0792237145.

Seeing Earth from Space: This book begins with photographs of Earth taken from the Moon and then moves on to
photographs taken by astronauts orbiting the planet. Patricia Lauber, Orchard Books, 1990. ISBN 0531059022.

The Third Planet: Astronaut Sally Ride looks back at Earth, showing what the view reveals about our planet’s environment
and humanity’s impact on it. Sally Ride and Tam O’Shaughnessy, Crown Publishers, 1994. ISBN 0517593610.

Web Sites
EarthRISE: Photographs of Earth taken by Shuttle astronauts. They can be searched by key word (Form) and by map

(Political and Topographical). http://earthrise.space.com/

Johnson Space Center Earth from Space: Many of the best astronaut-acquired photographs of Earth. Photographs can be
searched easily by areas of interest: cities, weather, features, technical, and others. http://earth.jsc.nasa.gov

ISS EarthKAM: ISS EarthKAM photographs, including those in this lithograph set, as well as educator guides, activities,
and other classroom materials are available at this Web site. Go to the Datasystem to search the photographs.
http://www.earthkam.ucsd.edu

Mission Geography: Curriculum materials that link the content, skills, and perspectives of Geography for Life: The National
Geography Standards with the missions, research, and science of NASA. http://missiongeography.org/

NASA Education Home Page: Gateway to information regarding educational programs and services offered by NASA for
educators and students across the United States. http://education.nasa.gov/

NASA Office of Earth Science: NASA site focusing on our home planet. Details on current events in Earth science, NASA
Earth science missions, Earth images, and educator resources. http://www.earth.nasa.gov

NASA Office of Space Flight: Information on the Space Shuttle, International Space Station, Mir Space Station, rocket
launches, and other programs that are exploring, using, and enabling the development of space.
http://www.hq.nasa.gov/osf/

NASA Spacelink: Specifically for the educational community, Spacelink provides links to virtually every one of NASA’s Web
sites and resources, including programs, educator materials and opportunities, and current events.
http://spacelink.nasa.gov

Terraserver: Terraserver has a collection of very high-resolution aerial photographs and satellite images. You can order
prints of individual images. Search by name, map, or latitude and longitude coordinates. http://www.terraserver.com
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Exploring Earth from Space
Student Information Sheet
Students who participated in NASA’s ISS EarthKAM (International Space Station Earth Knowledge Ac-
quired by Middle School Students) program have taken thousands of photographs of Earth from space.
Using the tools of modern technology—including the Internet and a digital camera mounted on the Inter-
national Space Station—EarthKAM students are able to take stunning, high-quality photographs of our
planet.

You will be closely studying ISS EarthKAM photographs that were taken from either the International
Space Station or the Space Shuttle. Before beginning your exploration of these photographs, you need to
learn a few facts about photographs from space so that you can better understand what you see.

Earth Features
You can identify human and physical features by examining their appearance in the photographs and com-
paring them to maps of the same area. In addition, many features are identified in the labeled image located
on the back of each lithograph. The Earth Features Seen from Space lithograph identifies features like those
shown below. Use it as an identification guide as you study other photographs of Earth from space.

agriculture      beaches  urban areas     delta

Colors
The photographs you will be exploring are all visible-light images—they show what your eyes can natu-
rally see. However, the processing and printing of the photographs has changed the colors slightly; they
appear somewhat redder than they should.

Colors on the Photograph: Can Indicate:

blues water

black, dark blue, or dark green vegetation

white clouds, snow, or human impacts

red, orange, peach, or brown ground, soil, or sediment
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Image Identification Number
Each ISS EarthKAM photograph has its own image identification number. These numbers contain infor-
mation about how and when the photograph was taken. The identification system for images taken from
the International Space Station differs from the identification system for images taken from the Space
Shuttle. Each part of the ID number is described below.

International Space Station Space Shuttle

ISS 004 . ESC 2 . 066 10 36 26 STS 089 . ESC . 07 15 41 37
Mission and Camera Identification Mission and Camera Identification

ISS International Space Station STS Space Shuttle

004 Crew Number 089 Mission Number

ESC Electronic Still Camera ESC Electronic Still Camera

2 ISS EarthKAM mission number for this ISS crew

Time of image in Greenwich Mean Time (GMT) Time of image after launch of Space Shuttle

066 Day of the year image was taken 07 Days

10 Hours (GMT) 15 Hours

36 Minutes (GMT) 41 Minutes

26 Seconds (GMT) 37 Seconds

Image ID numbers should be recorded for any photograph studied.

Location
Latitude and longitude are provided on the back of each lithograph. These coor-
dinates pinpoint the center of the photograph and locate the area on Earth.
Latitude and longitude can also be used to find locations on maps. Small
maps also appear on the back of each lithograph to help find the image’s gen-
eral location. By comparing the photograph and maps, you can identify the fea-
tures and learn about the area within as well as surrounding the photograph.

Scale
The scale of an ISS EarthKAM photograph depends on the
camera and lens used and the altitude of the ISS or Space
Shuttle when the photograph was taken. The back of the litho-
graphs provide the exact dimensions for each image.

North
The top of the page on the colored side of the lithograph is NOT necessarily north. The back side of most
lithographs shows the photograph rotated to put north at the top. Knowing which way is north helps to
align the photographs with maps and to identify features on the image.

78.88 km

11
8.

02
 km
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Exploring Earth from Space Worksheet
Name _________________________

Directions: Answer these questions as you examine an ISS EarthKAM lithograph provided by your teacher.
1.  Lithograph title: _______________________________________________________________________

2.  Describe the image:
a. What shapes, colors, and patterns do you see?
b. What features, such as rivers, mountains, or cities, can you identify?
c. What questions do you have about what you see?

Directions: Record the following data using information provided on the back side of the lithograph.
1.  Image ID #: ___________________________________________________________________________

2.  Center latitude: _________________________ Center longitude: _____________________________

3.  Examine the annotated photograph and read the description. What facts, features, or aspects interest
     you the most? Why?

Directions: Use the information recorded above and resources such as atlases to answer the following questions.
1.  Describe the location of the photograph so that someone else could find it on Earth:

a.  What country/countries does it show?
b.  What specific features can be identified?
c.  What does the surrounding area look like; what does it contain; and how is it used?

2.  What questions do you now have about this photograph?
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National Aeronautics and
Space Administration Cloud Patterns
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The Earth’s surface plays an important role in the
formation of clouds—collections of water and ice
droplets. As shown in this composite, clouds often
form just over the land or just over the water, and
can be indicators of surface features or near-
surface processes.

The top left image is a high oblique view of
clouds over water. The Earth limb (a) shows the
thickness of atmosphere. The top right image is of
clouds over Trinidad (b). Clouds have formed only
over the land through the combined actions of tran-
spiration (the release of moisture through leaves)
from the trees and the uplift of air over the islands.
The bottom left image is of clouds along the Amazon
River (c). Transpiration from the heavy vegetation
growth in the Amazon basin provides the trigger for
cloud formation over the land but not over the river.
Regions that have been cleared of forest generally
have fewer clouds. Finally, the bottom right image
is of coastal fog along Namibia (d). Where the cool
waters off the southwest coast of Africa meet the
warm land, low stratus clouds form. Occasionally
this fog drapes inland a small distance, providing
the only moisture to this desert region.

Additional information:
EarthKAM images and lessons:

http://www.earthkam.ucsd.edu
JSC Earth From Space image database:

http://earth.jsc.nasa.gov
NASA Spacelink:

http://spacelink.nasa.gov

Location: Trinidad
Latitude: 10.52o N       Longitude: 62.32o W
Date: March 23, 1996
Type of Image: EarthKAM
Image ID #: STS076.ESC.01080335
Dimensions: 214.23 km x 143.18 km

Location: Namibia
Latitude: 18.51o S       Longitude: 11.58o E
Date: October 4, 1997
Type of Image: EarthKAM
Image ID #: STS086.ESC.08114835
Dimensions: 117.53 km x 78.55 km

Location: Earth limb
Latitude: N/A       Longitude: N/A
Date: October 4, 1997
Type of Image: EarthKAM
Image ID #: STS086.ESC.08150528
Dimensions: N/A

Location: Amazon
Latitude: 1.79o S       Longitude: 53.47o S
Date: March 23, 1996
Type of Image: EarthKAM
Image ID #: STS076.ESC.01080736
Dimensions: 214.05 km x 143.06 km

d. Namibia

c. Amazon
River

What are the roles of water and land in cloud formation?

a. Earth limb
(outer edge of the
Earth when it
appears as a disk
against space)

b. Trinidad

What do different
types of clouds look
like from space?

Can you tell which
way the wind is
blowing?

STS086.ESC.08150528 – Earth limb Trinidad – STS076.ESC.01080335

STS076.ESC.01080736 – Amazon Namibia – STS086.ESC.08114835

South Atlantic
Ocean
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80.70  Kilom
eters

120.74 Kilo
meters

a. Buenos Aires

Why is Buenos
Aires located
here?

b. airport

c. harbor with port
facilities (teeth-like
structures)

d. Rió de la Plata

e. Argentina

f. Uruguay

g. Rió Paraná

h. circulation patterns of
the surface water

Where do the river
sediments (sand and
mud) come from?

natural vegetation
Why isn’t there
agriculture in this
region?

race track

agricultural
fields

clouds

Uruguay
River

agricultural fields

Buenos Aires, Argentina

LG-1999-05-504-HQ

Argentina’s capital city of Buenos Aires (a), is
home to about 13 million people, more than 1/3
of the country’s population. This image pro-
vides an excellent example of an urban land-
scape. Recognizable features include road
patterns, especially major highways into and
out of the city, a large airport (b), and port
facilities on the coast (c). The darker regions
within the city are parks and other areas with
vegetation. The rectangular patterns, outside of
the city, suggest that the countryside is heavily
farmed.

Buenos Aires was built on the coast of the
Rió de la Plata (d), the large, muddy estuary
which forms part of the border between Argen-
tina (e) and Uruguay (f). At the head of the
estuary is the large delta of the Rió Paraná (g).
The muddy pattern in the water, called the
water turbidity, is formed by the heavy sediment
load (sands and mud) carried by the Paraná
and the Uruguay River. The turbidity shows the
circulation pattern of the surface water in the
estuary (h).

Latitude: 34.52o S Longitude: 58.49o W
Date: January 30, 1998
Type of Image: EarthKAM
Image ID #: STS089.ESC.07154137

Additional information:
EarthKAM images and lessons:

http://www.earthkam.ucsd.edu
JSC Earth From Space image database:

http://earth.jsc.nasa.gov
NASA Spacelink:

http://spacelink.nasa.gov

National Aeronautics and
Space Administration
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Why are there fewer crops 
on this side of the river?

d. Sanlúcar de 
Barrameda

a. swamps

b. dunes

f. El Puerto 
de Santa María

Why are these 
fields different sizes?

c. Guadalquivir River

Why is the river 
water brown?

National Aeronautics and
Space Administration

Latitude: 36.88˚ N Longitude: 6.25˚ W
Date: March 8, 2002
Image ID #: ISS004.ESC2.068114554

Andalusia, Spain

This coastal region of Andalusia, Spain, contains
one of the most important untouched environ-
ments in all southwestern Europe. The Las
Marismas (a) wetlands and the dunes of Doñana
(b) are protected by a 50,000-hectare (124,000-
acre) national park. The region illustrates the
ways landforms change over time and area.
Originally, Las Marismas was a bay on the
Atlantic Ocean. Erosion from the sandy hills to
the northwest formed a sand spit, which then
evolved into the dunes of Doñana. This spit nearly
closed off the bay, leaving only a small opening
for the mouth of the Guadalquivir River (c).
Though protected as both a national park and a
UNESCO World Heritage Site, the wetlands are
threatened by tourism, urbanization, and the use
of the water for drinking and irrigation.

The Guadalquivir River is also diverted for agri-
cultural irrigation. Due to the long growing season,
local farmers grow mainly fruits. At the mouth of the
Guadalquivir River sits Sanlúcar de Barrameda
(d), the port from which Magellan and Columbus
sailed. Its major industries are fishing and sherry.

The smaller port cities of Rota (e) and El Puerto
de Santa María (f) boast fine beaches. Both cities
also have harbors that can be seen to extend
into the Gulf of Cádiz (g).

Additional information:
ISS EarthKAM images and lessons:

http://www.earthkam.ucsd.edu
NASA Spacelink:

http://spacelink.nasa.gov
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