The Canadian Space Agency’s Star-Finder

A Stargazer’s Guide to Canada’s Night Sky
A star-finder is a chart of the major stars and constellations at any given day or time. It is also known as a planisphere. Designed for Canadian stargazers, the Canadian Space Agency’s Star-Finder will help you plan a night out with the stars. It’s great way to learn the constellations!

How to make your own star-finder

You will need:

· The two files Viewfinder (A) and Star Chart (B) 
· A stiff card-like paper that can pass through your printer, or you can glue regular printer paper to a more rigid card stock before cutting

· One sheet of acetate

· Scissors, or use a wheel- or blade-type cutter and a resistant cutting surface (children may require adult supervision)

· A brass fastener or small piece of wire

1. Print the Viewfinder (A) wheel using the acetate. If your printer does not accept acetates, you can simply print the viewfinder on regular paper, and transfer it onto acetate using a photocopier.

2. Print the Star Chart (B). Tip: Use thicker paper or cardboard for sturdiness, or mount the printouts on thicker paper before cutting.

3. Cut along the lines as shown. Make a tiny hole right in the centre of each wheel.

4. Place the Viewfinder (A) on top of the star chart (B) and align the tiny holes. Attach the two wheels in the centre with the brass fastener or wire. Note: You will rotate the wheels, so don’t fasten them too tightly.
How to use your star-finder

1. To see what the stars look like on a given day at a specific time, rotate the Viewfinder (A) to align with the date on the Star Chart (B) wheel.

2. Unlike maps, which represent the terrain beneath your feet, star-finders are designed to represent the sky above you. So the best way to read a star-finder is to hold it above your head. So stand with your back to the North, and hold the star-finder above your head so that the red arrow indicating North on the viewfinder points north. (This is why East appears on the left side of the Viewfinder, and West on the right.)

3. You are now ready to explore the night sky! The edge of the oval Viewfinder represents the horizon. So the centre of the sky is actually in the centre of the Viewfinder, not the centre of the star-finder, which is occupied by the North Star, Polaris. The names and positions of the brightest stars are in gold. Dimmer stars are represented by smaller white dots, and are not named. The constellations are traced in green, with the names in white capital letters. The band of small white dots that stretches across the background of the Star Chart is the Milky Way. The Sun, Moon and planets are not shown on the Star-Finder, since their positions in the sky change far more quickly than the positions of the stars.  However, the planets move across an imaginary line in the sky known as the ecliptic, which is represented by the purple dashed line. If you see a bright object near the ecliptic that does not appear to twinkle, it is probably a planet.

A tip for beginners: The colours of the Canadian Space Agency’s star-finder were selected to be most easily visible in red light. Amateur astronomers prefer to use red lights when observing the night sky, since the human eye adapts more quickly to red light than white light in dark conditions. Use a flashlight with a red bulb or, if you have a clear bulb, cover it with red cellophane paper or red tape.

