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Alison Rockwell from the National Center for Atmospheric Research (NCAR) spent the morning at The Good Hope School with the 4th and 8th Grade science classes speaking about the work NCAR is currently conducting here in the Caribbean predicting hurricanes.  Using St. Croix as their base of operations, the NCAR team flies a Gulfstream V jet specially outfitted with interior and exterior instruments.  The jet is capable of being in the air for nine hours allowing them to take off from St. Croix (chosen for its easternmost position) and fly east across the Atlantic Ocean to investigate the storms that originate in West Africa and make their way west across the ocean.  The 10-person crew is made up of pilots and scientists who fly well above the storms as they develop.  The instruments onboard the jet measure wind speed, temperature, humidity, vapor pressure, and other variables that provide the team of scientists with information about the storms.  Some instruments observe and others collect air and particulate samples.  NCAR’s goal, working in conjunction with NASA and NOAA, is to better understand why some tropical depressions become storms, and some progress to hurricanes, while others do not.  Being able to predict what a storm is going to do results in reliable forecasts and allows communities in a storm’s path to better prepare.
One of the pieces of equipment the students found most fascinating is the Dropsonde, a small cylinder with a parachute that is released from the jet at 42,000 feet and is designed to drop vertically into the storm.  Equipped with instruments that measure wind speed and direction, temperature, barometric pressure, and humidity, the dropsonde repeatedly transmits information back to the aircraft as it falls to the ocean.  Several of these devices dropped strategically into a storm provide scientists with information about what is going on inside and give them a good look at the conditions at a wide variety of coordinates within the storm and helps them understand how a storm forms and progresses.

Ms. Rockwell was particularly impressed with terrific questions Ms. Sackey’s 8th Grade class asked her, and received a 100 percent show of hands when she asked how many of the students had experienced a hurricane.  

The NCAR crew has been on St. Croix since August 15 and will remain until September 30.  Ms. Rockwell said one of the most exciting things they had done as a team while here was to provide the scientific information to the National Hurricane Center that got tropical depression Gaston upgraded to a tropical storm.  

In response to several inquiries from the students, Ms. Rockwell said there are many career opportunities for people with a variety of educational backgrounds to be a part of such an exciting program. 
