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Tri-Valley High School senior River Wilson works with a plasma globe during an advanced placement physics class
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taught by Jeff Benter at the school in Downs, Ill., Thursday, Jan. 20, 2022. (David Proeber/The Pantagraph via AP) 

By CONNOR WOOD, The Pantagraph

DOWNS, Ill. (AP) — There is something about NASA and astronomy that draws students in, Tri-
Valley High School teacher Jeff Benter said. Their interest in turn drives his own energy for the
subject.

“The more you learn about it, the more you enjoy it,” he told The Pantagraph.

Benter hopes to bring more of that learning to students through a project he will be
completing through the NASA/IPAC Teacher Archive Research Program (NITARP). The
program gives high school teachers a chance to work with researchers at national astronomy
labs on a project using data collected by telescopes. The teachers then bring back what they
have learned to improve their own teaching and share it with other teachers in their district.

“We’re kind of ambassadors after this is over,” Benter said.
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He will be working with Varoujan Gorjian, a researcher at NASA’s Jet Propulsion Laboratory at
Caltech. He is also working with three other teachers, including a mentor teacher. The mentor
teachers have already completed the program and help the other teachers. The system
provides helpful advice and structure, Benter said.

The program uses existing data collected from telescopes and emphasizes doing original
research, not working through prepared lab projects or re-doing prior research projects, the
program’s website says. It is run through the Spitzer Science Center and NASA’s Infrared
Processing and Analysis Center.

An earlier version of the program, called the Spitzer Space Telescope Research Program for
Teachers and Students, started in 2004. The name changed in 2009 to re\ected changed
funding. Since the start of the program, 130 teachers have done research projects. Benter is
the _rst from downstate Illinois.

Along with Benter’s group, another group of four teachers and a researcher will be working
through the year.

Benter’s group will be using the existing data to look for terrestrial planets around red dwarf
stars, he said. The planets cause such systems to emit extra infrared radiation.

The search for exoplanets, or planets outside our solar system, is a hot topic in astronomy
right now, Benter said. The project could even be used as ground work for future research
using the newly launched James Webb Space Telescope. The new telescope has better
infrared vision than the Hubble telescope.

NASA has announced that the new telescope had reached its _nal orbit, around 1 million miles
from Earth. It was launched in late December.
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“We’re one step closer to uncovering the mysteries of the universe. And I can’t wait to see
Webb’s _rst new views of the universe this summer!” NASA Administrator Bill Nelson said.

There are also opportunities for student involvement, although Benter is not sure what that will
look like quite yet, he said.

“I’ve already talked about the research in some of my classes,” he said.

Benter’s educational approach also puts science in the hands of students. On a recent visit,
Tri-Valley High School students Anthony Decker, Lucas Burgard, River Wilson and Adam Hupf
experimented with a static electricity generator, watching how different objects interact.

Benter said astronomy requires a different approach than a lot of high school science
courses. Given the dicculties of bringing astronomy experiments to Earth’s surface, much
less into the classroom, there is a level of creativity required that students seem to enjoy.

Illinois has its share of UFO sightings — and not all are easily dismissed

The project will be the real research project Benter will do in astronomy, he said. He grew up in
Gibson City and then studied chemistry and teaching at the University of Illinois Urbana-
Champaign. He has been at TVHS since 2001.

The program runs January through January. While most past participants have gotten to meet
their teams in-person at the start of the project, this year they had to make do with remote
meetings, IAPC’s announcement of the new cohort said. They hope to meet in-person next
January to present _ndings.

Benter is looking forward to participating in the research, but is also glad that he is able to use
the experience to help other area teachers and in his classroom.

“(I hope to) bring back to the kids a sense of questioning and wonder, the scienti_c method,”
Benter said.

Copyright 2022 The Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not be published,
broadcast, rewritten or redistributed.

Tags: Illinois, Associated Press

RECOMMENDED ARTICLES

Illinois Teacher Aims for Stars in Research Program | Illinois News | ... https://www.usnews.com/news/best-states/illinois/articles/2022-02-06/i...

4 of 7 2/7/22, 3:52 PM

http://www.ap.org/
http://www.ap.org/
https://www.usnews.com/topics/locations/illinois
https://www.usnews.com/topics/locations/illinois
https://www.usnews.com/topics/organizations/associated_press
https://www.usnews.com/topics/organizations/associated_press


Coronavirus Bulletin
Stay informed daily on the latest news and advice
on COVID-19 from the editors at U.S. News & World
Report.

!"#$ %&

YOU MAY ALSO LIKE

Washington Is Top State

The Evergreen State takes the top spot again in the U.S. News Best States
ranking on the strength of its tech sector and other industries.

Levi Pulkkinen March 9, 2021

How Much of Trump’s Border Wall
Was Built?

Now We Know What Happened to
Those Workers Who Dropped Out
During the Pandemic.

Youngkin Says He Regrets His
Campaign's Tweet Attacking Teen

Amazon Plans to More Than Double
Base Pay Cap for Employees -
Memo

School Mask Mandates Fall as
Coronavirus Cases Decline

APNewsBreak: MLB, Players Stop
Drug Testing During Lockout

Illinois Teacher Aims for Stars in Research Program | Illinois News | ... https://www.usnews.com/news/best-states/illinois/articles/2022-02-06/i...

5 of 7 2/7/22, 3:52 PM

https://www.usnews.com/news/best-states/articles/2021-03-09/why-washington-is-the-best-state-in-america
https://www.usnews.com/news/best-states/articles/2021-03-09/why-washington-is-the-best-state-in-america
https://www.usnews.com/topics/author/levi-pulkkinen
https://www.usnews.com/topics/author/levi-pulkkinen
https://www.usnews.com/news/best-states/articles/2021-03-09/why-washington-is-the-best-state-in-america
https://www.usnews.com/news/politics/articles/2022-02-07/how-much-of-president-donald-trumps-border-wall-was-built?rec-type=sailthru
https://www.usnews.com/news/politics/articles/2022-02-07/how-much-of-president-donald-trumps-border-wall-was-built?rec-type=sailthru
https://www.usnews.com/news/politics/articles/2022-02-07/how-much-of-president-donald-trumps-border-wall-was-built?rec-type=sailthru
https://www.usnews.com/news/politics/articles/2022-02-07/how-much-of-president-donald-trumps-border-wall-was-built?rec-type=sailthru
https://www.usnews.com/news/politics/articles/2022-02-07/how-much-of-president-donald-trumps-border-wall-was-built?rec-type=sailthru
https://www.usnews.com/news/politics/articles/2022-02-07/how-much-of-president-donald-trumps-border-wall-was-built?rec-type=sailthru
https://www.usnews.com/news/economy/articles/2022-02-07/now-we-know-what-happened-to-those-workers-who-dropped-out-during-the-pandemic?rec-type=sailthru
https://www.usnews.com/news/economy/articles/2022-02-07/now-we-know-what-happened-to-those-workers-who-dropped-out-during-the-pandemic?rec-type=sailthru
https://www.usnews.com/news/economy/articles/2022-02-07/now-we-know-what-happened-to-those-workers-who-dropped-out-during-the-pandemic?rec-type=sailthru
https://www.usnews.com/news/economy/articles/2022-02-07/now-we-know-what-happened-to-those-workers-who-dropped-out-during-the-pandemic?rec-type=sailthru
https://www.usnews.com/news/economy/articles/2022-02-07/now-we-know-what-happened-to-those-workers-who-dropped-out-during-the-pandemic?rec-type=sailthru
https://www.usnews.com/news/economy/articles/2022-02-07/now-we-know-what-happened-to-those-workers-who-dropped-out-during-the-pandemic?rec-type=sailthru
https://www.usnews.com/news/economy/articles/2022-02-07/now-we-know-what-happened-to-those-workers-who-dropped-out-during-the-pandemic?rec-type=sailthru
https://www.usnews.com/news/politics/articles/2022-02-07/youngkin-says-he-regrets-his-campaigns-tweet-attacking-teen?rec-type=sailthru
https://www.usnews.com/news/politics/articles/2022-02-07/youngkin-says-he-regrets-his-campaigns-tweet-attacking-teen?rec-type=sailthru
https://www.usnews.com/news/politics/articles/2022-02-07/youngkin-says-he-regrets-his-campaigns-tweet-attacking-teen?rec-type=sailthru
https://www.usnews.com/news/politics/articles/2022-02-07/youngkin-says-he-regrets-his-campaigns-tweet-attacking-teen?rec-type=sailthru
https://www.usnews.com/news/politics/articles/2022-02-07/youngkin-says-he-regrets-his-campaigns-tweet-attacking-teen?rec-type=sailthru
https://www.usnews.com/news/politics/articles/2022-02-07/youngkin-says-he-regrets-his-campaigns-tweet-attacking-teen?rec-type=sailthru
https://www.usnews.com/news/top-news/articles/2022-02-07/amazon-plans-to-more-than-double-base-pay-cap-for-employees-memo?rec-type=sailthru
https://www.usnews.com/news/top-news/articles/2022-02-07/amazon-plans-to-more-than-double-base-pay-cap-for-employees-memo?rec-type=sailthru
https://www.usnews.com/news/top-news/articles/2022-02-07/amazon-plans-to-more-than-double-base-pay-cap-for-employees-memo?rec-type=sailthru
https://www.usnews.com/news/top-news/articles/2022-02-07/amazon-plans-to-more-than-double-base-pay-cap-for-employees-memo?rec-type=sailthru
https://www.usnews.com/news/top-news/articles/2022-02-07/amazon-plans-to-more-than-double-base-pay-cap-for-employees-memo?rec-type=sailthru
https://www.usnews.com/news/top-news/articles/2022-02-07/amazon-plans-to-more-than-double-base-pay-cap-for-employees-memo?rec-type=sailthru
https://www.usnews.com/news/top-news/articles/2022-02-07/amazon-plans-to-more-than-double-base-pay-cap-for-employees-memo?rec-type=sailthru
https://www.usnews.com/news/education-news/articles/2022-02-07/school-mask-mandates-fall-as-coronavirus-cases-decline?rec-type=sailthru
https://www.usnews.com/news/education-news/articles/2022-02-07/school-mask-mandates-fall-as-coronavirus-cases-decline?rec-type=sailthru
https://www.usnews.com/news/education-news/articles/2022-02-07/school-mask-mandates-fall-as-coronavirus-cases-decline?rec-type=sailthru
https://www.usnews.com/news/education-news/articles/2022-02-07/school-mask-mandates-fall-as-coronavirus-cases-decline?rec-type=sailthru
https://www.usnews.com/news/education-news/articles/2022-02-07/school-mask-mandates-fall-as-coronavirus-cases-decline?rec-type=sailthru
https://www.usnews.com/news/education-news/articles/2022-02-07/school-mask-mandates-fall-as-coronavirus-cases-decline?rec-type=sailthru
https://www.usnews.com/news/sports/articles/2022-02-07/apnewsbreak-mlb-players-stop-drug-testing-during-lockout?rec-type=sailthru
https://www.usnews.com/news/sports/articles/2022-02-07/apnewsbreak-mlb-players-stop-drug-testing-during-lockout?rec-type=sailthru
https://www.usnews.com/news/sports/articles/2022-02-07/apnewsbreak-mlb-players-stop-drug-testing-during-lockout?rec-type=sailthru
https://www.usnews.com/news/sports/articles/2022-02-07/apnewsbreak-mlb-players-stop-drug-testing-during-lockout?rec-type=sailthru
https://www.usnews.com/news/sports/articles/2022-02-07/apnewsbreak-mlb-players-stop-drug-testing-during-lockout?rec-type=sailthru
https://www.usnews.com/news/sports/articles/2022-02-07/apnewsbreak-mlb-players-stop-drug-testing-during-lockout?rec-type=sailthru
https://www.usnews.com/news/best-states/articles/2021-03-09/why-washington-is-the-best-state-in-america
https://www.usnews.com/news/best-states/articles/2021-03-09/why-washington-is-the-best-state-in-america


The 10 Best States

The best states in the U.S. come from coast to coast.

Elliott Davis Jr. March 9, 2021

Banker Gets Gets 1 Year in Prison in Manafort Loan Scheme

A Chicago banker has been sentenced to a year in prison for his conviction in a
scheme to make $16 million in loans to Paul Manafort to gain in\uence in the
Trump administration.

Associated Press Feb. 7, 2022

Biden Plan to Spend $725M to Clean up Abandoned Coal Mines

Nearly $725 million in federal funding is available this _scal year to 22 states
and the Navajo Nation for the reclamation of abandoned coal mines and
cleanup of acid mine drainage.

Associated Press Feb. 7, 2022

Oregon to Lift Indoor Mask Requirement by End of March

Oregon’s statewide mask requirement for indoor public places will be lifted no later than the end of March.

Associated Press Feb. 7, 2022
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