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NASA Watches Fall Colors From Space

A satellite is helping scientists follow red, yellow, and green leaves as autumn moves
across Earth.

A satellite passes over a colorful autumn forest with green, yellow, orange, and red trees.

ASA scientists are using a satellite to watch fall leaves change color
across Earth. According to NASA Earth Observatory, the PACE satellite
can see the colors of plants every day or two.

That matters because autumn colors do not all arrive at once. They move like a
slow wave. In August, red shows up in far northern places. In September and
October, it shifts toward warmer places farther south.

On the ground, this can feel simple. You walk outside and see one maple blaz-
ing red. Nearby, another tree is still green. From space, scientists can compare

forests, farms, tundra, and mountains at the same time.

PACE carries an instrument called OCI. An instrument is a tool that measures
something. OCI looks at many kinds of light. Some light helps scientists spot
leaf pigments. Pigments are the natural colors inside leaves.

Green comes from chlorophyll. Plants use chlorophyll to make food from sun-
light. In fall, days get shorter and cooler. Leaves make less chlorophyll. Then
yellow, orange, and red colors can show through.

NASA says PACE can track three important pigments across the whole planet.
Anthocyanins make many reds. Carotenoids make yellows and oranges.
Chlorophylls make greens. By comparing red, yellow, and orange with green,
scientists can see where leaves are changing.

1/8
Elementary - Monday, October 26, 2026 - Teacher copy - © 2026 3andB Inc.



Recent satellite views showed strong redness in northern and eastern Russia,
northern Alaska, and northern Canada. In New England and upstate New York,
red began to fade during one October week. At the same time, it spread across
much of the Midwest and Mid-Atlantic.

The colors do not always mean pretty fall leaves. NASA says crops can also
look red as they age or after harvest. Clouds can hide places from the satellite.
Plants may turn red when stressed by drought, insects, or disease.

That is why ground photos matter. NASA’s GLOBE program is asking people to
send fall leaf pictures. GLOBE is a science program that lets the public help re-
searchers. Photos taken from sidewalks, parks, and yards help scientists check
what the satellite saw.

This work could help researchers study bigger changes. They want to learn
how spring and fall timing is shifting. They also want to learn how plant changes

affect carbon, a basic element found in air and living things, and wildfire risk.

Written from reporting by NASA.
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THINK IT THROUGH

1. If you were studying fall leaves, would you trust satellite pictures, ground
photos, or both? Defend your choice.

A strong answer: A strong answer weighs the satellite’s wide view against problems like clouds and the local detail
that ground photos provide.

2. Should photos from ordinary people be used in real science? What rules would
make those photos more useful?

A strong answer: A strong answer considers evidence quality, many viewpoints, clear observations, and the need to
check what people send.

3. What other change in nature could scientists study from far away and up close
at the same time?

A strong answer: A strong answer applies the same idea to another example and explains why both large-scale and
local evidence would help.
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NASA Watches Fall Colors From Space
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NASA Watches Fall Colors From Space

1 2 3
4
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ACROSS DOWN
5 Long time with very little rain 1 Gathering of crops from farms
6 Illness that can harm plants, animals, or 2 Natural color-making substance inside
people leaves
7 Light and energy from the sun 3  Season when days get shorter and many

leaves change color

4 Basic element found in air and living
things
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NASA Watches Fall Colors From Space — answer key
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NASA Watches Fall Colors From Space — answer key
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ACROSS DOWN

5 Long time with very little rain 1 Gathering of crops from farms

6 Illness that can harm plants, animals, or 2 Natural color-making substance inside
people leaves

7 Light and energy from the sun 3  Season when days get shorter and many

leaves change color

4 Basic element found in air and living
things
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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.

NASA

“Hunting Red Leaves with Satellites”
Published Monday, October 26, 2026
Read by us on Monday, October 26, 2026

https://science.nasa.gov/earth/earth-observatory/hunting-red-leaves-with-satellites/

WHAT IS IN THIS PACKET

The article with a note on each question, a word search, a crossword, and the answer key
to both.

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

© 2026 3andB Inc.
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