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Star formation rates, extended clusters in a nearby galaxy, sticky dust in space … aside from confusing the average science-challenged individual, what could these topics possibly mean to the Grosse Pointe community? For three students at North High School, they represent years of fascination, months of research and 15 minutes of fame. 

Seniors Zak Schroeder, Nathan Stano and Marie LaCombe were accepted to speak March 8 at the Junior Science and Humanities Symposium - sponsored by the Academy of Applied Sciences and the United States Army, Navy and Air Force - at Wayne State University, each presenting the results of their astronomy research projects in hopes of being selected to move on to the national symposium in Huntsville, Ala., and qualify for a scholarship. 

The three students will each deliver their project to an audience of scientists, science teachers and high school students; only five will have the chance to move on. 

"It's high-stress, but it's fun," said Schroeder. "Even if we don't find the answer, the process is very scientific. They want to see if you have the potential of being a good scientist, if we've looked at other literature and research and if we've looked at all the controls and aspects." 

"I've never presented a project like this, it's more professional and not like giving a science experiment," said Stano. "Judges will be looking at how good the research is and the depth of it, not how much baking soda and vinegar you used to make the best volcano." 

Stano, who will present, "An Exploration for Extended Clusters in M33," had read about a new type of star cluster recently discovered in a neighboring galaxy, and in September, wrote an observing proposal on a large telescope on Kitt Peak in Ariz., the location of the National Optical Astronomy Observatory. That proposal was accepted, and in October, he was allowed two nights on the 0.9 meter telescope. The observatory only allows the visiting opportunity three times a year to a teacher and student. 

Using that data, as well as information from the Hubble Space Telescope public archives, Stano searched the nearby galaxy, M33, to see whether he could find any extended clusters. 

"I wanted to see if I could find out how they are formed. It just sounded interesting," he said. 

Learning about the clusters, including physical characteristics and locations, could lend insights into their development and role in the galaxy. 

LaCombe's research is quite different than her fellow classmate. After reading an article last year on dust being stickier in space than it is on Earth, which proposed that high energy rays could change the chemical properties of dust and cause unusual bonding, she built a test box and device to examine whether the theory could be true. 

"They are trying to give dust a static electric charge and knock electrons off using ultraviolet light," she explained. "NASA was getting information from the moon and Mars that the dust was interfering in data and getting into space suits." 

Schroeder's presentation, "A Study of Environmental Effects of Star Formation Rates of Three Intermediate- Redshift Galaxy Clusters," is a mouthful, but could determine what factors most influence star formation rates in clusters of galaxies. 

He traveled to Pasadena, Calif., last July to work with seven teachers, three astronomers and three other students from around the country. He received training on how to download and manipulate data from the Spitzer Space Telescope, which views infrared wavelengths of energy. 

"It was a lot of fun to work with other astronomers, though some of the data is tedious. But it's worth it," he said. 

Schroeder and Stano have worked together on projects over the last three years, and all three students got their start in the astronomy arena after joining the school's radio astronomy team as freshmen. 

The JSHS event will be first the time they have competed against one another. 

"We're not at each other's throats," smiled Stano. "We've been good sports about it." 

The Grosse Pointe Times went to print before the students' competition. Look for results in next week's issue. 
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