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Mission of the Month: “Know What No One Else Knows” October, 2008 

 
Ages: 8-16 years 
 
Time: 15-45 
minutes 
 

 

Recaptcha 
Computers can do many things faster than humans can, but they 
are not very good at deciphering nonstandard text. See how much 
better you are at cracking this code than computers are.  
 

 
SUPPLIES NEEDED 

 This question sheet and the answer sheet, which follows.  
 
DO AHEAD 

 Print out enough copies of the questions sheet and answers sheets for each small group of 3-5 
participants.   

 
ACTIVITY STEPS < about 5 minutes plus group discussion> 
 
Show the group these images, which are a scanner’s attempt to read text. See if you can decipher the code 
in these three examples:  
 

 
Code No. 1:  
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Code No. 2:  
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Code No. 3:  

Scan from a 1968 newspaper: can you correct the text that was scanned from a newspaper? 

 
,ted into a helicopter after splashdown (right). The astronauts waited an hour in the bobbing capsule before the recovery operation.  
 

 
 
trip to Venus would take about 45 days, the trip to Mars about six months. A Mars explora- tion voyage, hence, w 0 u 1 d  
mean a round trip of more  
than a year.  
And the other planets are  
even more unreachable, as the staggering figures of space distances testify. Mercury is  
 
31 million miles farther -in the direction of the Sun-than Venus.  
Jupiter is 483 million miles, Saturn 886 million miles. In the outer reaches of the solar system, Uranus is 1,700 mil- lion miles 
from earth, Neptune 2,700 million and Pluto 3,600 million.  
 
 
 
THE PRACTICAL considera- tions of money and politics will playa large role in the future of. the American space program.  
NASA was riding high three yea r & ago with an annual budget of $5 billion. Then, in quick succession, came the budgetary 
crunch of the war and th e domestic upheaval, plus the emotional reaction to the fatal Apollo 1 fire. NASA wound up with a 
tight budget of under $4 billion for 1969, and even less for 1970.  
Most likely, in the immediate future, are thes,e firm steps:  
-As many as three moon landings in 1969 and 1970.  
-The A polIo Applications  
 
 
 
Program using Apollo hard- ware to put into earth orbit a space station where three men can live and work for up to 56 days.  
-A huge manned telescope  
in an orbiting w 0 r k s hop to study the universe.  
-A modest Mars program in- cluding fly-by and orbit of un- manned satellites.  
And in the planning stages  
are these projects:  
-A space station to ac-  
commodate a dozen or more persons in space for several months. '  
-Lunar vehicles and "moon houses" for living on the moon and m 0 v i n g about on its sur-  
face. .  
 
Speeds considerably in ex- cess of those now attainable would be required to get to  
these "neighbor" planets. Nonetheless, such s pee d s  
are possible and, in the future, probably practical.  
But the stars are a different matter.  
Alpha Centauri is the near-  
est star, and here are the  
figures-it is 25,206,797,800,000 miles from earth.  
Its light, traveling at 186,000 miles a second, takes four  
years and four months to  
reach earth. Albert Einstein, the mathe- matician, believed man could never reach the speed of light,  
since he would cease to exist if he did. Einstein theorized  
that time slows down as an object nears the speed of light, and stops completely when it reaches that ultimate velocity. His 
theory has been tested un d e r laboratory conditions and is believed valid.  

Even if we could travel at the speed of light, a round trip to Alpha Centauri would take nine years. Truly a fantastic voyage-

and a long, long way from the science fiction world of Buck Rogers. . 
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ANSWERS: (whole group) 
Here are the images and text that were scanned. See how much better you can read them than the 
computer scanner could?  
 
  
Answer No. 1:  
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Answer No. 2:  
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Answer No. 3:  
 

 



To understand why the computer had so much more trouble decrypting these pages than humans do, you 
may wish to read the story from the New York 
Times:  http://www.nytimes.com/2011/03/29/science/29recaptcha.html?_r=0 or in 
Wikipedia: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/CAPTCHA 
 
 

Mention or display of a trademark, proprietary product or firm in text or figures does not constitute an endorsement by CYFERnet, the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture, Cooperative State Research, Education and Extension Service, or National 4-H Headquarters and does not imply 
approval to the exclusion of other suitable products or firms. 
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