
  
    [image: Front Cover]
    
  


  
    [image: Page 1]
    
  


  
    [image: So You Want To Be An]
    
      ASTRONOMER &
      EXOPLANET HUNTER
      So You Want To Be An
    

  


  
    [image: Page 3]
    
  


  
    [image: So You Want To Be An]
    
      Linda Soules
      ASTRONOMER &
      EXOPLANET HUNTER
      So You Want To Be An
    

  


  
    [image: Page 5]
    
      For every kid who has looked up 
      at the night sky and felt, all at once, 
      very small and very important. 
      Both of those feelings are correct. 
      This book is for you.
      Copyright © 2026 by Linda Soules. All rights reserved.
      ISBN  978-1-972766-40-8 
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      What If You Were An Astronomer?
      So you want to be an astronomer and perhaps even an exoplanet hunter. You want to
      spend your life studying the most enormous, most ancient, most mysterious things in
      existence — stars, galaxies, black holes, and the worlds orbiting suns so far away that
      their light takes years to reach us. You want to be one of the people who looks out past
      everything familiar and asks: is anyone else out there? That's a pretty extraordinary thing
      to want. And right now, in this moment in history, it's the most exciting question in all of
      science.
      Here is the secret astronomers know and most people haven't fully absorbed yet: we are
      living through the greatest age of planet discovery our species has ever known. For nearly
      all of human history, the only planets anyone knew were the handful in our own solar
      system. (I was raised to believe there were nine.) That’s it. Then, in 1992, astronomers
      confirmed the first planets ever found orbiting another star. Since then? We have found
      more than six thousand. Worlds of ice, worlds of fire, worlds so strange no one had
      imagined them yet — and new ones are confirmed almost every week. And we are
      looking, right now, for the one that might have oceans. The one that might have an
      atmosphere. The one that might — though we say this carefully, and with full scientific
      rigor — have something alive. You could be part of finding it.
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      Astronomy is the study of everything beyond Earth — stars, galaxies, nebulae, black holes,
      and the planets, moons, and comets that orbit them. Exoplanet hunting is one of the
      youngest specialties within it (younger than most of your parents), and to do it well, you
      have to make peace with numbers so large they don't feel real.
      Our Sun is 93 million miles from Earth. Light — the fastest thing in the universe — takes
      eight minutes to travel that distance. The nearest star to our Sun, Proxima Centauri, is so
      far away that its light takes four years to reach us. Four light-years. The Milky Way galaxy
      — our galaxy, the neighborhood we live in — is 100,000 light-years across. The
      Andromeda Galaxy, our nearest neighbor, is 2.5 million light-years away. The light
      reaching your eyes from Andromeda tonight left its source before humans had evolved on
      Earth. So when we look at the night sky, we are not only looking out; we are looking 
      back
      .
      And here is the number that matters most to exoplanet hunters: there are an estimated
      two trillion
       galaxies in the observable universe. Some, like our own Milky Way, contain
      hundreds of billions of stars. We now know that most stars have planets. 
      Among all of those planets, we have found exactly one we know is alive. You are standing
      on it. The question that drives every exoplanet hunter, day after day, is this: are there
      others?
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      Here is the central puzzle of exoplanet hunting, and it is a beautiful one: the planets we are
      looking for are too small and too far away to photograph directly. We cannot see them. Not
      with any telescope currently built. So how do we find them?
      We watch the stars. When a planet orbits its star, it sometimes passes directly between
      that star and us; this is called a transit. During a transit, the planet blocks a tiny fraction of
      the star's light — sometimes as much as one percent for a giant planet, but often less than
      one part in ten thousand for a small one. The star appears, very slightly, to dim. Then the
      planet moves on, and the star returns to its full brightness. Then, when the planet
      completes its orbit and comes around again, it dims again. This repeating pattern — a tiny,
      regular dip in a star's brightness — is the signature of a planet. It is called a light curve.
      And detecting it requires measuring the brightness of a star with extraordinary precision,
      over months or years, and watching for a pattern. It is, in a sense, like detecting the
      planet's shadow before you can see the planet itself. 
      The transit method has found more exoplanets than any other technique. It is also how the
      Kepler Space Telescope found more than 2,700 confirmed exoplanets across nine and a
      half years of operation — by staring at 150,000 stars simultaneously and looking for dips.
      One hundred and fifty thousand stars at once. 
      The patience this requires is not a
      limitation of the science. It 
      is
       the science.
      What An Astronomer Actually Does
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