
An Ancient Tool for a Modern Time: 

Constructing and Using a Sextant 
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You will be making a simple, but, effective sextant.  You will be using it many times throughout the course, so 

take care to build it correctly.  The assignment of making your sextant will be graded as will future assignments 

that require the use of it.  



Construction 

 

 

 

  



 

 

Congratulations!  You have just made your own astronomical instrument.  Be aware that several lab grades will 

come from the use of this.  Also, the above reading is fair game for quiz and test questions. 

 

  



Using your Sextant 

1) Five “stars” have been placed at various locations within the atrium of Oakleaf High School.  These are your 

celestial targets. 

2) Find a location to stand in the first floor atrium.  You should occupy about 4-9 tiles on the floor.  Do not move 

from this location, as your zenith and meridian, and hence your measurements, are dependent on your location. 

3) Locate the first star.  Using your sextant, determine the altitude of the star.  Record this value in the table. 

4) Once you have recorded the altitude for each star, use the app “CamSextant” on your phone to record the actual 

altitude and azimuth.  Record those values in the table below. 

5) Calculate your percent error between your sextant and the app CamSextant.  This is done using the following 

equation (assume your CamSextant app is giving you the actual value): 

%𝐸𝑟𝑟𝑜𝑟 =
|𝐸 − 𝐴|

𝐴
𝑥100 

        Where:  E is the experimental value 

          A is the actual value 

6) Write a conclusion on a separate sheet of paper and attach it to this packet.  Include any sources of error and how 

you might improve your sextant for more accurate results. 

Sextant Activity Data Table 

Star 

Number 

Measured 

Altitude 

CamSextant 

Altitude 

CamSextant 

Azimuth 

Altitude Percent 

Error 
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Hey human, don’t be a dimwit.  Remember that altitude 

and azimuth are measured in degrees.  That also means 

your calculators must be set in degrees if you are ever 

doing any calculations with alt-az or angular functions.  

Isn’t that right, Groot? 

 

 I am 

Groot! 


