
unl physics and astronomy behlen
observatory
Exploring the Cosmos: UNL Physics and Astronomy's Behlen Observatory

unl physics and astronomy behlen observatory stands as a beacon of scientific
exploration and public engagement for the University of Nebraska-Lincoln.
This vital facility, nestled just outside the urban glow of Lincoln, provides
an unparalleled window into the universe for students, researchers, and
curious minds alike. It is a place where the theoretical wonders of physics
and the vastness of astronomy converge, allowing for hands-on learning and
groundbreaking discoveries. From the intricate mechanics of celestial bodies
to the fundamental laws governing their motion, Behlen Observatory
facilitates a deeper understanding of our place in the cosmos. This article
will delve into the multifaceted role of the observatory within the UNL
Physics and Astronomy department, exploring its historical significance, its
state-of-the-art instrumentation, the educational opportunities it provides,
and its contributions to astronomical research. We will uncover how this
seemingly modest structure empowers the pursuit of knowledge about the
distant stars and galaxies.
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The Legacy and Purpose of Behlen Observatory

The Behlen Observatory is more than just a collection of telescopes; it is a
testament to the enduring human fascination with the night sky and a
cornerstone of the UNL Physics and Astronomy department's commitment to
excellence. Established to support both academic instruction and cutting-edge
research, its primary purpose is to provide UNL students with direct
observational experience, a crucial component in understanding astronomical
principles. This hands-on approach allows aspiring scientists to move beyond
textbook theories and engage with the tangible reality of the universe. The
observatory's location was carefully chosen to minimize light pollution,
ensuring darker skies essential for sensitive observations.

The history of Behlen Observatory is intertwined with the growth of
astronomical study at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln. Over the years, it
has evolved, incorporating new technologies and expanding its capabilities to
meet the demands of modern astrophysics. Its role has always been to foster a



deep appreciation for the cosmos and to equip the next generation of
scientists with the skills they need to explore its mysteries. It serves as a
vital link between classroom learning and real-world scientific endeavor,
offering a unique environment for discovery.

Instrumentation and Capabilities

At the heart of Behlen Observatory's scientific prowess lies its impressive
array of observational tools. The primary instrument is the Behlen
Observatory's 30-inch reflector telescope, a powerful instrument capable of
capturing faint light from distant celestial objects. This telescope,
equipped with advanced imaging and spectroscopic capabilities, allows
researchers and students to conduct detailed studies of planets, stars,
nebulae, and galaxies. Its aperture size provides a significant advantage in
gathering light, enabling the observation of objects that would otherwise be
beyond reach.

Beyond the main reflector, the observatory is outfitted with a suite of
complementary equipment designed to enhance observational flexibility and
precision. This includes:

High-resolution CCD cameras for capturing detailed images of
astronomical phenomena.

Spectrographs that break down light into its constituent wavelengths,
revealing the chemical composition, temperature, and motion of celestial
bodies.

Various filters that isolate specific wavelengths of light, allowing
astronomers to study different aspects of astronomical objects, such as
star formation regions or the atmospheres of planets.

Guiding telescopes and tracking systems that ensure precise pointing and
long-exposure imaging, critical for capturing faint details.

The integration of these instruments allows for a wide range of observational
projects. Students can learn to operate these sophisticated tools, calibrate
their performance, and interpret the resulting data. This practical
experience is invaluable for developing a comprehensive understanding of
observational astronomy and the challenges associated with studying the
universe from Earth's surface. The observatory continuously upgrades its
equipment to remain at the forefront of astronomical observation technology.



Educational Opportunities at Behlen Observatory

Behlen Observatory is an integral part of the UNL Physics and Astronomy
curriculum, offering a rich tapestry of educational experiences.
Undergraduate students in astronomy courses frequently utilize the
observatory for practical assignments. These assignments range from simple
naked-eye observations to complex projects involving telescope operation and
data analysis. Learning to identify constellations, track the movement of
planets, and even measure the brightness of stars are fundamental skills
honed at Behlen.

For advanced students and graduate researchers, the observatory provides a
platform for independent research projects and thesis work. These
opportunities allow them to contribute to genuine astronomical
investigations, developing critical thinking and problem-solving skills. The
ability to access and utilize professional-grade astronomical equipment under
the guidance of experienced faculty is a significant advantage for students
pursuing careers in astronomy, astrophysics, or related scientific fields.
The observatory serves as a living laboratory, where theoretical concepts are
brought to life.

The observatory also plays a crucial role in introducing students to the
scientific method in practice. They learn to formulate research questions,
design observational strategies, collect data, and interpret their findings.
This process not only deepens their understanding of astronomy but also
cultivates essential scientific literacy and research methodologies that are
transferable to many other disciplines. The hands-on nature of observatory
work makes learning more engaging and memorable.

Research and Discoveries

The UNL Physics and Astronomy department leverages Behlen Observatory for a
variety of research initiatives. While not equipped for the most demanding
deep-space surveys that require much larger telescopes, Behlen is perfectly
suited for focused studies on solar system objects, variable stars, and the
characterization of exoplanet candidates. Faculty and graduate students use
the observatory to conduct photometric and spectroscopic studies,
contributing to our understanding of celestial phenomena.

One area of ongoing research involves monitoring the brightness of variable
stars, which can provide insights into stellar evolution and structure. By
observing how a star's brightness changes over time, astronomers can infer
crucial properties about its internal processes. Another area of focus is the
observation of asteroids and other small bodies within our solar system,
helping to refine their orbits and understand their composition. These
studies, while perhaps not making headlines like the discovery of distant



galaxies, are fundamental to building a complete picture of our cosmic
neighborhood.

The data collected at Behlen Observatory often forms the basis for peer-
reviewed publications and conference presentations, showcasing the research
output of UNL's physics and astronomy program. These contributions, though
sometimes focused on specific niches, are vital components of the broader
scientific endeavor. The observatory empowers researchers to explore specific
astronomical questions with dedicated instrumentation.

Community Engagement and Public Outreach

Beyond its academic and research functions, Behlen Observatory is a vital hub
for community engagement, making the wonders of astronomy accessible to the
public. The observatory hosts regular public viewing nights, offering an
extraordinary opportunity for individuals of all ages to gaze through
powerful telescopes and witness the universe firsthand. These events are
often accompanied by educational talks and demonstrations, making complex
astronomical concepts understandable and exciting.

These public events are crucial for fostering scientific curiosity and
literacy within the wider community. Seeing the rings of Saturn, the craters
on the Moon, or distant nebulae through a telescope can be a profoundly
inspiring experience, igniting a lifelong interest in science. The
observatory acts as a gateway, demystifying the cosmos and demonstrating that
astronomy is not just for professionals but for everyone who looks up at the
night sky with wonder.

The UNL Physics and Astronomy department also works with local schools,
bringing students to the observatory for educational field trips. These
visits provide young learners with an engaging introduction to astronomy and
physics, potentially inspiring them to pursue STEM fields. The observatory's
commitment to outreach ensures that its scientific resources benefit not only
the university community but also the broader public, sharing the awe-
inspiring beauty and scientific intrigue of the universe.

Frequently Asked Questions about UNL Physics and Astronomy Behlen Observatory

Q: What is Behlen Observatory primarily used for by
UNL Physics and Astronomy?
A: Behlen Observatory is primarily used for undergraduate instruction in
astronomy, providing students with hands-on observational experience. It also
supports graduate student research projects and faculty-led astronomical
investigations.



Q: What types of celestial objects can be observed
from Behlen Observatory?
A: From Behlen Observatory, one can observe a variety of celestial objects,
including planets in our solar system, the Moon, stars (including variable
stars), nebulae, and galaxies, depending on their brightness and atmospheric
conditions.

Q: Is Behlen Observatory open to the general public
for viewing?
A: Yes, Behlen Observatory frequently hosts public viewing nights, allowing
members of the community to look through its telescopes and learn about
astronomy.

Q: What is the main telescope at Behlen Observatory?
A: The main telescope at Behlen Observatory is a 30-inch reflector telescope,
which is a significant instrument for astronomical observation.

Q: How does Behlen Observatory contribute to
scientific research?
A: Behlen Observatory contributes to scientific research by enabling faculty
and students to conduct photometric and spectroscopic studies of celestial
objects, contributing to our understanding of stellar evolution, solar system
dynamics, and other astronomical phenomena.

Q: Are there educational programs for K-12 students
at Behlen Observatory?
A: Yes, Behlen Observatory often collaborates with local schools to host
educational field trips for K-12 students, introducing them to the wonders of
astronomy.

Q: What makes the location of Behlen Observatory
significant?
A: The location of Behlen Observatory is significant because it is situated
away from the urban light pollution of Lincoln, providing darker skies
essential for effective astronomical observations.



Q: Can students operate the telescopes at Behlen
Observatory themselves?
A: Yes, a key aspect of the educational experience at Behlen Observatory is
that students learn to operate the telescopes and associated equipment under
the guidance of instructors and researchers.
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