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Estimated Time: One 45-minute class period with possible extension  
Student Worksheet (reading comprehension and discussion questions without answers)  
 
PROCEDURE  
 
1. WARM UP  
Use initiating questions to introduce the topic and find out how much your students know.  
 
2. MAIN ACTIVITY  
Have students read NewsHour Extra's feature story and answer the reading comprehension and discussion questions 
on the student handout.  
 
3. DISCUSSION  
Use discussion questions to encourage students to think about how the issues outlined in the story affect their lives 
and express and debate different opinions.]  

INITIATING QUESTIONS: 

1. What is a planet? 
 

2. How many planets are in the solar system? 
 

3. How far is earth from the sun? 

READING COMPREHENSION: 

1. What is the name of the new planet that American astronomers have discovered and 
how far away is it? 

Gliese 581g and 20 light years away  

2. What are the names of the scientists who discovered the new planet and which institutions 
are they affiliated?  

Scientists Steven Vogt of the University of California and R. Paul Butler of the Carnegie 
Institution of Washington 

3. How did scientists discover the planet? 

Vogt and Butler found the planet by studying the light from its parent star.  Shifts in the light are 
caused by gravity from masses (planets) orbiting the star.   

http://www.pbs.org/newshour/extra/features/science/july-dec10/gliese_10-08_printout.pdf


4. Why is Gliese 581g referred to as the “Goldilocks” planet?  

It is the perfect distance from its sun and therefore not too hot and not too cold -— just like 
porridge Goldilocks found at the home of the Three Bears. “This is really the first 'Goldilocks' 
planet, the first planet that is roughly the right size and just at the right distance to have liquid 
water on the surface," Butler told reporters. 

5. What do scientists think the average temperature on Gliese 581g is and what Earthly region 
is it similar to?  

Through complicated calculations, scientists think the surface temperature on Gliese 581g 
averages about 20 degrees -—similar to Antarctica in the summer -— but an atmosphere could 
make it much warmer. 

6. How does Gliese 581g and Earth differ?  

Gliese 581g is about 1.4 times as big as Earth, and weighs between three and four times as much.  
Unlike our planet, which spins on an axis, Gliese 581g is locked into orbit with one side facing its 
sun, so one side is always day and the other always night.  It completes a full orbit in 37 days -– 
so its year is a little longer than our month. 

7. Why is the presence of liquid water critical to sustaining life on another planet? 

If there is water on the planet, it could house chemical reactions necessary for the formation of 
protein and bacteria that could eventually evolve into more complex life.  "If life can evolve, it's 
going to have billions and billions of years to adapt to the surface," Vogt said. "Given the 
ubiquity of water, it seems probable that this thing actually has liquid water. On the surface of the 
Earth, everywhere you have liquid water you have life," Vogt added. 

8. How long would it take for the fastest traveling spacecraft, Voyager 1 to reach the 
“Goldilocks planet”? 
 
300,000 years to travel 120 trillion miles away. 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

1. Do you believe that there is life on other planets? Why or why not? 

2. What do you think of Stephen Hawking's warning about trying to find alien life? 

3. Do you think life is a one-time miracle, or a natural outcome of chemical combinations? 

4. Thinking about the other 7 planets in our solar system, why do you think Earth is the 
only planet that has been able to sustain life? 

5. Based on what you’ve read in the article, what would life be like on Gliese 581g? 

6. Why do you think Marc Rayman says he has no doubts "that humankind will eventually 
have the technology to send spacecraft that distance”? 
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