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Introduction:  In the modern era, NASA SMD 

missions and facilities are producing data at a rate too 
great for the science community to maximally utilize. 
While software can help, what is really needed is addi-
tional eyes, hands, and minds – help we can find in the 
form of citizen scientist volunteers. The CosmoQuest 
virtual research facility has demonstrated through pub-
lished research results that classroom students and the 
public can, with proper training and support from Sub-
ject Matter Experts (SMEs), fill roles more traditional-
ly filled by university students.  

The research question behind CosmoQuest’s crea-
tion was simple: if students and the public are provided 
a properly scaffolded experience that mirrors that of 
researchers, will they come and perform as well as our 
students? and can they rise up to be research collabora-
tors? In creating CosmoQuest, we started with a core 
of citizen science portals, educational materials for 
both students and life-long learners, and collaboration 
areas. These three primary focuses mirror the research, 
courses, and collaboration spaces that form the founda-
tion of a university department. We then went on to 
add the features that make a center stand out — we 
added seminars in the form of Google Hangouts on 
Air, planetarium content through our Science on the 
Half Sphere program, and even the chance to vicari-
ously attend conferences through live blogging by our 
team members. With this design for a virtual research 
facility, the answer to our foundational question has 
been a resounding yes; the public can aid us in doing 
science provided they are properly trained. To meet the 
needs of our population we have developed four areas 
of engagement: research, education, media, and com-
munity. 

Citizen Science Research:  At the heart of every 
research center is, to state the obvious, research. With-
in CosmoQuest, research focuses on engaging students 
and the public using Citizen Science Portals (hereafter, 
CSPs) to guide them in tasks that aid researchers. 
When people participate in citizen science projects, 
they are allowed to complete one image (to get their 
hands dirty) before being asked to participate in an 
interactive tutorial (one tutorial may serve to train for 
multiple CSPs). After completing the tutorial, partici-
pants are free to participate in all CSPs that use that 
tutorial. CosmoQuest is currently funded to produce 
three or more competitively selected CSPs per year 

and will begin providing small grants to selected sci-
ence teams to fund their research. 

Education:  Just as university students take classes 
and participate in research projects to gain knowledge, 
CosmoQuest community members are invited to take 
classes and participate in independent research. 
Through Educators’ Zone we produce curriculium for 
primary and secondary school audiences. Our S-
ROSES (Student Research Oppurtunities in Space and 
Earth Science) program, students are guided into using 
SMD data products for science fair projects. We also 
have adult life long learning programs through our 
CosmoAcademy program. 

Media:  Science isn’t only learned in the class-
room. Recognizing that modern technology turns every 
internet enabled device into a potential tool for learn-
ing, we have partnered with the 365 Days of Astrono-
my podcast and YouTube programs to push daily con-
tent to our community. We are also establishing the 
Projected Science program, which creates content (in-
cluding stock footage) for planetariums and Science on 
the Sphere™ installations and YouTube. 

Community:  Science is a community endeavor, 
and discoveries are made through collaboration and 
discussion. Within CosmoQuest, we work to build in 
collaboration tools through online forums, social me-
dia, and other conversational tools. 

 

 
CosmoQuest currently supports citizen science pro-
grams to explore Vesta (shown), the Moon, Mercury, 
and Mars.  
 

CosmoQuest is funded through individual dona-
tions, through NASA Cooperative Agreement 
NNX16AC68A, and through additional grants and 
contracts that are listed on the About page of our web-
site, cosmoquest.org. 
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