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On a gray breezy day last September, thousands of
people got in their cars and reluctantly left home.  U.S. east
coast highways were thick with traffic. Schools were
closed.  Businesses shut down.  When powerful Hurricane
Isabel arrived some 38 hours later, nearly everyone in the
storm’s path had fled to safety.

Days later Vice Admiral Lautenbacher, in a briefing to
President Bush, praised the National Oceanic and Atmo-
spheric Administration (NOAA):  “Without NOAA’s
excellent track forecasts, hurricane Isabel’s toll on lives and
property would have been even more devastating. This is
NOAA’s first year of providing 5-day forecasts—and the 5-
day forecast for Isabel was as good as our 2-day forecasts
have been over the last decade.”

Many people in NOAA played a role.  A team of
pilots, for instance, flew Gulfstream-IV High Altitude
Surveillance jets right up to the approaching hurricane,
logging 25,000 miles in the days before landfall. Their jets
deployed devices called dropsondes—little weather stations
that fall toward the sea, measuring pressure, humidity,
temperature and wind velocity as they plummet.  The data
were radioed back to the aircraft and transmitted to fore-
casters on shore.

While two Gulfstream-IV crews flew night and day
around the storm, a NOAA satellite named GOES-EAST
monitored Isabel from above.  (GOES is short for Geosta-
tionary Operational Environmental Satellite.)

From an orbit 22,300 miles above the Atlantic Ocean,
GOES-EAST had a unique view.  “It could see the entire
hurricane at once,” says Ron Gird of NOAA. “Scientists
used infrared spectrometers onboard the satellite to esti-
mate the height of the storm clouds, their temperature and
water content. GOES can also measure the temperature of
the ocean surface—the source of power for hurricanes.”

Constant streams of data from GOES and the
Gulfstream aircraft were fed to supercomputers at NOAA’s
Environmental Modeling Center in Maryland where sophis-
ticated programs, developed over the years by meteorolo-
gists and programmers, calculated the storm’s most likely
path.

 Supercomputers. Satellites.  Jet airplanes. Scientists.
Programmers.  Pilots. It took a big team using a lot of tools
to predict where Isabel would go—accurately and with time
to spare.

Says Vice Admiral Lautenbacher: “I hope everyone at
NOAA shares the pride of being part of a team effort that
so effectively warned the public of impending danger and
enabled citizens to take action to protect themselves and
their loved ones.”

PLAY THE WEATHER CHALLENGE GAME

See how well you can team up to play this weather
trivia game.

Photocopy the pages of this article with the weather
trivia questions.  Then cut the questions apart on the lines.
Notice that the questions fall into four categories:  Weather
Effects, Weather Science, Weather Technology, and
Weather Statistics.

You will need to divide the class into teams of three,
four, or five people, depending on the size of the class.  You
don’t want too many teams, or the game will go too slowly.
One way to choose teams and mix people up a bit is to
write the team numbers on little pieces of paper, fold, and
have each student draw a number to see to which team he
or she will be assigned.  For example, if there are 30
members of the class, write six each of numbers 1-5 on the
pieces of paper.  Then, get all the teammates together in
different parts of the room.

The teacher, or an appointed class member, will read
the questions aloud.  Decide which team will go first,
second, third, etc.

TEAM UP ON THE WEATHER

GOES-East satellite image of hurricane Isabel as it
makes landfall on September 18, 2003 at 1715 UTC.



2

Originally published in The Technology Teacher, March 2004, by the International Technology Education Association

The reader reads the question (starting with the
category) to the team whose turn it is.  (The correct answer
is in italics and underlined.  The number in the upper right-
hand corner identifies the question for purposes of matching
it to the information pages that may be downloaded from
The Space Place Website, referenced below.)  The team
has 30 seconds to collaborate, agree, and give only one
answer.  If the answer is correct, they get 5 points.  If
incorrect, they get 0 points.  If they are not sure of the
answer, before the 30 seconds is up, they can ask for a hint.
(But they cannot ask for the hint if they have already given
a wrong answer.) If they get the correct answer within 15
seconds after hearing the hint, they get 3 points.  The
reader keeps time, and writes the scores on the board for all
the teams.

Whether right or wrong, the next question goes to the
next team.  The game is over when each team has had an
agreed upon number of turns.  Obviously, the team with the
most points wins.

Because of our limited space here, more information
on each of the questions and answers can be found and
easily printed at http://spaceplace.nasa.gov/en/educators/
weather-quiz.pdf.

To learn more about the GOES, see http://
www.oso.noaa.gov/goes .  Also, visit the SciJinks Weather
Laboratory at http://scijinks.nasa.gov, where you will find
lots of fun activities and fascinating facts about the wild
world of weather.

http://spaceplace.nasa.gov/en/educators/weather-quiz.pdf
http://spaceplace.nasa.gov/en/educators/weather-quiz.pdf
http://www.oso.noaa.gov/goes
http://www.oso.noaa.gov/goes
http://scijinks.nasa.gov
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This article was written by Diane Fisher and Dr. Tony Phillips.  Ms. Fisher is writer and designer of The
Space Place website at http://spaceplace.nasa.gov, and Dr. Phillips is an astronomer and editor of the
Science@NASA Web site (http://science.nasa.gov).  The article was provided through the courtesy of the Jet Pro-
pulsion Laboratory, California Institute of Technology, Pasadena, California, under a contract with the National
Aeronautics and Space Administration and support from the U.S. Department of Commerce National Oceanic and
Atmospheric Administration..


