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A day in the life of an ... 

Instrument calibration 
technician 
Ze phyr ,ent it s u, ua l int erviewer to lea rn 
,o mething a bout th e work of a n 
in, trum ent ca libration tec hni cian . Here', 
how ellie Roc haccwich o AES 
Down,v iew amwercd the 4uc, 1i on, . 

Z: What', the majo r eve nt on yo ur work 
sc hedule this wee k? 

Nellie: T omorrow. I'm go in g to ca librate 
1 ho,e tempera! u re ,en,or, ove r there. 
They a re new and have to be checked 
befo re bein g ,ent out to the fi eld . 

Z: What i, ca lib ra ti on? 

Nellie: Ca libration is chec kin g and / o r 
adju, ting an instrum ent ', reading agai mt 
a standa rd which is tracea bl e to fir, t 
principle, . The World Meteoro logica l 
Orga niza tion seb the accurac ic, a nd we 
ma ke sure the instrum enb will mca,ure 
the,e pa rameter, to th at acc uracy. In th i, 
ca,e ca librat io n, will occ ur at fi ve degree 
interva ls fr om -60 to +60 degree, cc l,i u, . 
O ve r a 120 degree range we o bt a in 24 
ca libratin g evenb, each one la, tin g 15 
minut es . 

Nellie Rochace11 ·ich 

Z: Fift ee n time, twenty- four . . that mea n, 
a six hour jo b. I suppose. 

Nellie: Actu a ll y it 's a full day. but more 
a bout th a t la ter. In th e la b I have three 
temperature environm ent s - a ir. o il. and 
a lco ho l. The one yo u see hoo ked up to a 
co mputer there i, an a ir environment. 
full y a ut oma ted a nd digitali1ed. 

1ellie put s a se nso r inside the ai r 0\e n 
(,omethin g like a microwave ove n) and 
acti va te, the co mputer. The se nso r i, 
hoo ked up to an ex tern a l gadge t like a 
di git a l cloc k th at , pins red numbers as the 
,en ·o r's tempera ture reading rise,. 
An other gadget pinnin g red numbers 
, hows the difference betwee n the 
co mputer· progra mmed th ermal ,ettin gs 
a nd the senso r's. 

ellie: The tolera ble d ifference bel\1 ee n 
1hi, fi e ld ,en,o r and the tempera tu re 
, 1a nd ard , hould be 0.5 degrees. 

Z: When yo u , hip th em out to \1 ea1her 
,ta ti ons. how ca reful! ) a rc they pac ked·> 

Nellie: You ca n never be 100 ca reful. 

Z: D o ins trum ent, e ,·er beco me 
unca librated du ring transit? 

Nellie: It cc111 ha ppen. If it does. the 
instrum ent co me, bac k and I reca libra te 
it. 

Z: Where do a ll these imtrument co me 
from? 

Nellie: ro m a ll ove r Canada. wh ere1er 
there's an S stati on. Some co me fr om 
AES stati ons in Germany too. Others like 
1he,e new se n,o rs. co me traight from th e 
manufacturer. 

Z: How long ca n a nawed instrument go 
und etected·/ Fo r exa mple. could one 
po,s ibly be the ca use of inaccura te 
fo reca, ts go ing out O\e r the a irwa1e,·1 

Nellie: I supp o e th ey could malfuncti on 
indefinit ely. until ,omeo ne notices the 
error. We have fi eld impcct ors 11 ho 
ro utinely in spect the instruments. If they 
o r oth er stati on per on nel detect a fa ult 
they will ha ve it correct ed. The error of 

one pa rti cula r instrument would have to 
be 4uit e , ignificant th ough. Many 
pa rameter, arc u,ed in forecas ting the 
wea ther. 

Z: Do yo u keep a reco rd of a ll 
ca li brat ion•,'1 

Nellie: Eve ry ca librated instrument goe, 
out with my ac knowledged end orsement 
of its accuracy. 

Z: Do you index calibra tio ns? 

Nellie: In my fil es. I keep the calibrati on 
hi , to ry ofm o,t imtrument, u,ed by AES . 
The,e historie, a re use ful for future 
reference as to ho11 a pa rticula r 
in, trument aged. 

Z: T ell me more a bout the ca libration of 
t hc,e new , enso r, . 

ellie: The sen o rs will ca librate 
tomorrow have to be set as low as -60 
degree, el ius. This mea ns I'll use an 
a lco hol environm ent. Here's the a lcohol 
bath . No11 I j ust dip the senso r int o the 
a lco ho l-fill ed ba,t h. Reminds you a bit ofa 
,oda ba r co nta iner fo r ma raschino 
cher rie . doe, n' t it? 

Z: If a full 15 minutes a re needed to 
change the temperature by fi1e degree. 
ho11 do you get away fo r your co ffee 
brcak,'1 

ellie: Well. its no brea ks for me 
tomorrow! Once I start calibra ting. I stick 
to my 15 minut e rea d ing . Th e 
tempera ture ha1e to be 11 atched fa irly 
co nstant I) o that yo u don't 01ershoot the 
one )O u·re a iming fo r. I don' t mind th is 
routine. 11 goes 11 ith the terr itory. 

Z: Must yo u watch the a lco hol bath right 
11 0\1 •) 

ellie: No. I ca n do anything that does n't 
int erfere 11 ith my ca libration tour. T o be a 
good ca librati on technician yo u need to 
be "pa tience compatible" - that i 
posse s the dogged patience to face any 
, ituation. On the wh ole though m) jo b 
offe rs lot of I a riety. 

Z: Do yo u get out and around·1 

ellie: Some ca libration work fo r the 
E is 11 0\1 being done in pri1 ate ector. I 

have to go out peri odically and chec k the 
co mpany's set up fo r ca librati on and a lso 
make sure that the equipment they are 
using for ca libra ti on i in good opera ting 
co ndition . 

(cont'd on page 7) 
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Meteorologist's "Sense of Wonder" at 
Science North 
by Lewis Poulin 

In Jun e 1984. ha\ inggo tte n leave without 
fnt) from /\ -S . I put all my things in my 
tru ck a nd . with a mix ture of enthw,i a, m 
a bo ut m) pla n, and regre t, over ha ing to 

lca\c Gander. head ed o ff for Sudbury. 
Ontario. ·1 he rea,on for my trip: to ; pend 
, , x month , h e lping d e \ e lop th e 

tmo, pheri c Science, department a t 
S udbury", bra nd-new scie nce centre. 
S ,cncc ort h. 

Science 1orth. which i housed in a 
building ha ped like a gia nt snownake. 
wa~ officia lly opened by Her M ajes ty th e 

Queen in October 1984 . This even t 
mar~cd the fruition of long e ffort s to 

d e\ c lo p and rea li 1.e the concep ts o n which 
th e cent re is based . Science Centre are 

becoming more a nd more common in 

o rth merican cities. but Sci ence orth 
did not want to be "jus t a nother cie nce 
ce ntre··. Years of resea rch were devoted to 

c reating the right atmosphere for is itors. 

rhroug hout the building. guides are there 
to offer them a warm welcome a nd a nswer 
their myriad que · tion s a bout the wide 
\ariet y of scien tifi c e, periment; on 
di,play. The whole cen tre is divided into 
mini-laboratories where vis it ors are 
encouraged to ha ndle the eq uipm ent. The 
,ubjcct, dealt \\ith range from bi o logy to 

gcolog~. from human physio logy to 
co mputer science. from physics to 
meteorology a nd more - in . ho rt . there is 

(cont'd from page 6) 

Z: H \\ 's your lab space he re·J re you a 
bit crO\\ dcd? 

ellie: I lost ·ome s pace to the day care 
cen tre. actually O\er half the space. But. 
rm mfortable. I don·t feel crowded . 

Z: \- hat about ·afety a nd health haza rd s') 

Se/lie: I do a little \\Ork with mercury. I 
ge t regular ph~sical che kups for that. 

' th ing to get excited about. I feel quite 
safe. 

Z: an ~ou cali bra te t morro\\ ·s sensor 
either \ \aY - sa~. from +60 dO\\ nor from 
-60 up? 

'ellie: N . only from-60 up. l f l s tarted at 
+60. I \\ uldn"t obtain those I minute 

,omething for e\eryone. 

AE contribu ted most of the funding 
for the Atmo pheric c iences department. 

a nd thank to AES. Science 1o rth now 
has o ne of the most co mplete automated 
climatological observation statio ns in 

Ca na da. 
Visitors to the department get the 

chance to conduct met eo ro logical ex per i

ments. such as manufacturing snow in a 
dee p freeze. with the help of dry ice. Then 
th ey may want to try blowing a soap 
bubble into the freezer. and watch it 
·lowly freeze as it s ink s gently in th e co ld 

a ir. 
Some days. vis itor may cha t with 

specia l guests. One weekend. our gues t 
was A rjen Yerka ik. a photographer who is 

blind in one eye and has only I 0/fr vision in 
the other. In the course of his career. he 

has taken over 7 000 photographs of the 
sky. H is vis it thus provides a fine 

opportunity to interest o ther photo

graphers 1n certain as pe cts of 
meteorology. 

One of the unique features of S cience 
North is that volunteers of all ages are 

present in the laboratories. All of them 
have shown a s pecial interes t in science 
a nd they are encouraged to develop it. All 

the equipment is at their disposa l. In the 
Atmos ph eric Sciences department . 
vo lunteers with special training monitor 

intervals . At minu temperatures . 
refrigeration is s lower and l couldn't do 

the whole test in one day. Before I go 
home tonight. I'll turn on the refrigeration 
a nd cool the a lcohol. Tomorrow I'll need 
just an hour to reach-60. And that's where 
the full day comes in. remember? One 
hour for the final descent to -60. s ix hour 
for calibrating and the rest for shut down. 

Total: 7.5 hour' 

D uring the inter ie\ Nellie revealed 

that s he has also written or co-authored 
de tailed te t reports such as the 
E, aluation of the Aero Mechanism Alti

meter Setting Indicator or The Evaluation 
of the OT Tokyo Aneroid Barometer. 
The drawing were all done by 1ellie 

her elf who before a urning her present 
occupation wa a blueprint draughts
person. 

Le,.-i., Poulin (right) 11 ·ith exhihit director A Ian 
l\'ursa/1 at Vie11fax Display Unit. 

and maint ain th e met eo rol ogical 

eq uipment. and also get the chance to 
di cuss current atmospheric co nditions 
with the resident meteorologist. 

W o rking at Science orth , I had the 
cha nce to discuss AES's daily forecasts 

with a surpris ing variety of people -
pil o ts. fishermen. house ho ld ers who 

wanted to know when to water their 

ga rdens. These conversations increased 
my apprecia t ion of the role AES products 

play in people's daily li ves. 
One project now under deve lopment at 

Science ort h is a televi ion program that 

wil l specialize in prese nting and 
interpreting weathe r bulletins. Once the 
technical problems have bee n solved . the 

centre·s broad scie ntific expert ise and 
so phisticated eq u ipment will enable this 
program to show viewers more about the 

lin ks between meteorology and o ther 
scientific disciplines. 

A few yea rs from now. we well may find 

that the money and effort AES has 
invested in Science orth have helped to 
establish the best meteorological inter
pretation office in all North America . 

For me. Science North was not only a 
lesso n in organization , but also a place 

where you were allowed. and even 

encouraged. to ask questions. and could 
then try to answer them - a place where 
yo u could experience a child' sense of 

wonder while learning a bit more about 
the workings of the va rious component 
of the environment in which we live. 

For further information on Science 
North you can contact. Alan ursall head 
of the Atmo phere Exhibit. at 

705-522-3700 . 
Mr. Poulin is 110 11· a meteoro logist 11·ith 

the Em·iro11111e111al Studies Di1·ision of 
A ES. Do 1ms1·ie11·. 
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