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Hunting for Other Earths
Our solar system has eight planets. However, planets elsewhere are a dime a dozen. 

Planets outside our solar system are called "extra-solar planets" or "exoplanets." And the universe is crawling with them! 
Astronomers have detected many exoplanets without actually seeing them. Most of these planets have been huge—as big as Jupiter and bigger. Some orbit so close to their stars they would be way too hot for life. 
Of course, huge planets are easier to detect than smaller, Earth-sized ones. So there could be millions of smaller planets right here in our own Milky Way Galaxy that we haven't yet been able to see.

Finding an Earth-like planet that might have life would be very exciting. If a planet is too close to its star it will be too hot. If it is too far away from its star, it will be too cold.  We are pretty sure it will be have to be rocky, like Earth, rather than a big gas ball, like Jupiter and Saturn. And if it has life, it probably needs a lot of water, like Earth.
Now, thanks to the Spitzer Space Telescope, astronomers have seen quite a few exoplanets directly. The Spitzer Space Telescope detects an invisible kind of light called infrared light. Compared to stars, planets are very cool and dim. But planets do glow in infrared light.

To see cold exoplanets, Spitzer must be very cold itself. Since it began its mission in 2003, Spitzer has been chilled by a tank of super-cold liquid helium. As expected, the liquid helium has finally run out. The telescope is still mighty cold, though, and more than cold enough to keep studying exoplanets. Maybe it will be able to study planets that could have life! 

Unscramble slider puzzles of beautiful images from the Spitzer Space Telescope at http://spaceplace.nasa.gov/en/kids/spitzer/slyder.
This article was written by Diane K. Fisher.  It was provided by the Jet Propulsion Laboratory, California Institute of Technology, under a contract with the National Aeronautics and Space Administration.
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Caption:  

This is an artist’s idea of how some exoplanets might look. Planets too close to their sun will probably be too hot for life, and planets too far away might be too cold. Astronomers would love to find some exoplanets with lots of land and water right in the "Goldilocks Zone."
