Free Activities ELEMENTARY - TUESDAY, OCTOBER 20, 2026

Tiny Rock Sample May Help Solve Mars Moon
Mystery

Japan’s MMX mission is heading to Phobos to bring back a piece of Mars’s lumpy little
moon.

A small rover explores the uneven gray surface of Phobos with Mars in the background.

Japanese-led space mission blasted off on Monday, October 19, to visit

Phobos, the larger of Mars’s two moons, according to BBC Newsround.
The mission is called Mars Moons Exploration, or MMX. It is run by Japan’s
space agency, Jaxa, which is like Japan’s NASA.

The spacecraft is traveling from Earth to Phobos. If the plan works, a rover will
land there in August 2027. A rover is a small robot made to explore a place. It
will scoop up a tiny sample, which means a bit of rock and dust from the sur-

face.

That would be a first. No mission has ever brought home a piece of one of
Mars’s moons. The sample is expected to come back to Earth in 2031. The
landing spot is planned for a desert in South Australia. The sample will be only

10 grams, about as heavy as a dry tea bag.

That may sound too small to matter. Scientists say it is not. Dr. Chrysa Avdelli-
dou of Leicester University told BBC News that it is “worth every gram.” Scien-
tists can study tiny bits of rock with special tools. They can look for clues about
what the moon is made of, and where it came from.

The big question is how Phobos and Deimos began. Deimos is Mars’s other
moon. Scientists have two main ideas. One idea is that the moons formed from
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debris, or broken pieces, after Martian rock smashed apart. The other idea is
that they are asteroids, which are rocky space objects, from the outer Solar

System.

Phobos and Deimos are very different from Earth’s Moon. Our Moon looks
round in the sky. Phobos is about 20 kilometers, or 12 miles, wide. Deimos is
about 10 kilometers, or 6 miles, wide. BBC Newsround describes them as
shaped like lumpy potatoes. Imagine trying to land gently on a small, uneven
rock far from home.

The mission connects to something simple: crumbs can tell a story. A crumb on
a plate can show what someone ate. A tiny rock from Phobos may show
whether Mars’s moons were born near Mars, or traveled in from farther away.
That is why a tea-bag-sized sample can be a big deal.

Written from reporting by BBC Newsround.

THINK IT THROUGH

1. Do you think it is worth sending a spacecraft so far away for a sample as small
as a dry tea bag? Defend your answer.

2. Which origin story would be more surprising to you: that Phobos came from
broken Martian rock, or that it began as an asteroid? Explain why.

3. Before you trusted scientists’ answer about where Phobos came from, what
would you want them to show or explain?
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ACROSS DOWN

1 Small bit collected for study Outside or top part of something

4  Rocky space object that travels around Broken bits left after a crash

the Sun Planned space trip with a special goal

a W N =

6 Bumpy and not flat Small robot that drives around to

explore
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Where this came from

This article was written for 3andB from the reporting below. It is not a reprint — the
wording is ours and the facts are theirs.

BBC Newsround

“Mission to solve Mars moon mysteries”

Published Tuesday, October 20, 2026
Read by us on Tuesday, October 20, 2026

https://www.bbc.co.uk/newsround/articles/c6jdmy7n59mlo?at_medium=RSS&at_campaign=rss

WHAT IS IN THIS PACKET

The article and its discussion questions, a word search, and a crossword.

COPYING AND REUSE

Free to print, copy and hand out for classroom use. Please keep this page with the packet,
so the next teacher can see where the story came from.

More where this came from

If this short lesson worked for your class, our full workbooks go further with the same
care:

= Complete units with student and teacher editions
= Worked solutions for every exercise
= Standards-aligned, classroom-tested, print-ready

See the full lessons at 3andB.com
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