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Writing Effective Captions and
Labels

Mars Rover Celebration
Unit 12

Today you will be creating the final sketch of your Mars rover. This step will make it easier for
you to create an actual model (prototype) of your rover.

Your sketch will show the different pieces of equipment that you will need to carry out your
mission. However, the function of each feature of the rover may not be apparent to other
people who are looking at your sketch. To help them understand your drawing, you will need to
create labels and captions to identify the key components. Today’s mini-lesson will show you

how to write effective labels and captions to help others understand exactly how your Mars
rover will work.
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A is the words printed above or below a
illustration or graphic that explain what the
whole picture is showing the reader.

A is a word or phrase which is used to
describe or give information about a part of an
illustration or graphic.

Read or paraphrase the definitions.
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Captions and labels...

are usually very brief

are sometimes placed in'boxes to make them stand out

will sometimes have lines or arrows to direct readers’
attention to the correct area and are placed so that the
text doesn’t cover any crucial part of the illustration

Captions are usually written in complete sentences but
labels are usually only a few words
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Using Captios and Labels
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We know that eight
planets circle our sun.

Asteroids and dwarf

planets also orbit the sun.

This slide has 2 CLICKS of animation.

Here is an example of an illustration that has both labels and a caption. The labels have been
placed on the illustration to the side of the planets so that they do not cover any crucial
information. You can see that on this illustration, the labels are only one word long. CLICK

The caption is at the bottom of the page and explains what the illustration is showing. CLICK

[llustration Credit: http://www.nasa.gov/audience/forstudents/k-4/stories/what-is-the-solar-
system.html
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You Don’t Always Need Labels

Sometimes, a caption is sufficient to explain the
illustration.
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Huygens Probe Landing on Titan: This artist's conception shows Titan's surface with
Saturn appearing dimly in the background through Titan's thick atmosphere of mostly
nitrogen and methane. The Cassini spacecraft flies overhead with its high-gain antenna
pointed at the Huygens probe as it nears the surface.

In this illustration from the NASA website, there is a caption but no labels. The illustration
shows the Cassini-Huygens spacecraft which explored Titan, the largest moon of Saturn. Since
the title of the caption mentions “Huygens Probe Landing” and the second sentence talks about
the Cassini spacecraft in the background, there was no need to add captions.

The caption is sufficient for the read to identify both spacecraft. Let me read this to you so you
can see why the author did not add labels. (Read the caption to the students, pointing to each
of the items it highlights—Titan’s surface, Saturn, thick atmosphere, Cassini spacecraft, Huygens
probe—as you progress through the paragraph.)

http://www.nasa.gov/multimedia/imagegallery/image_feature_88.html
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'You Don’t Always Need a Caption

Sometimes, no caption is necessary but labels

will help your reader see what you want them to
see.

This is an illustration from the NASA website discussing the landing site of Apollo 11, the first
manned mission to land on the moon. Since readers would already be aware that the
illustration was about the landing site, there was no caption, but only labels of places discussed
in the online article. The actual landing site is labeled, as is the Sea of Tranquility (which has no
water) and some of the larger craters near the landing site.

http://www.nasa.gov/mission_pages/LRO/multimedia/lroimages/lola-20100528-
maretranquillitatis.html
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Writing Effective Captions

Include a short title if needed

Summarize in 1 or 2 sentences.

Be clear and brief

Proof read

When you include an illustration or a graphic in your writing, you have a reason for doing so.
Illustrations and graphics are often used to show something that is difficult to explain in words
or something that is difficult for your readers to visualize as they read. Graphics help to show
complex information in an easy to understand format.

Your caption should help your reader understand why you decided to include it. There are
several things to keep in mind as you write your caption.

First, consider including a title with your purpose if this will help you explain the illustration.
Write clearly and in complete sentences. A well-written caption can be understood by anyone,
including people who have very limited knowledge of Mars or who haven’t read the rest of your

Mars Rover notebook.

Be clear and brief. Most captions are just a sentence or two long. The caption summarizes the
illustration and why you chose to show it to the reader.

Proof read what you write. Read it yourself to make sure it says what you want and says it in
the way you want to say it. Then have a friend read it to ensure that they understand the

caption exactly the way you want them to.

Let’s look at a sample caption.
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Safely Moving the Mars Rover:The six independent
wheels help it move over bumps and rocks. The top
part of the rover has a camera which allows scientists
on earth to drive the rover around bigger obstacles.

This slide has three CLICKS of animation.

Suppose | wanted readers to understand how my Mars rover would move around the planet
without getting stuck or tipping over. Describing this in words would be difficult so | decide to
include an illustration. | want my readers to know why this illustration is here. How could | say
that in just a few words (Ask students to provide suggestions and once you have one that is
correct, CLICK.) Right, | could write “Safely Moving the Mars Rover”. Then, in the rest of the
caption, | could talk about the features | included on the Mars Rover to keep it safe.

(CLICK and read the rest of the caption.)

If necessary, you can then add a label and arrows so your readers can see exactly where these
things are located. Be sure the labels don’t cover anything important.
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Practice

What would be a good
caption for this-illustration?

Let’s pretend that | am going to include this illustration to show how | plan to land my rover on
Mars. Let’s think about the things we need to keep in mind as we write the caption.
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* Short title (if needed): Landing the Rover on Mars

This slide has one CLICK of animation.

Do we need a title for this illustration or will everyone already know what the picture shows,
even people who know nothing about Mars?

Not everyone will know about Mars so we probably ought to write a title. What does the
illustration show? Good, now, how can we say this in just a few words? When students are
close to “Landing the Rover on Mars”, CLICK to bring up the text
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Short title (if needed): Landing the Rover on Mars

* Summarize in'1 or 2 sentences

It has rocket things burning so thatit can fly in-one
places Then the rover falls'from that thing down
out of the sky.

Now let’s look at the next step in writing an effective caption. We want to write in complete
sentences and we want people to know why we included the illustration.

(Talk students through the illustration. Have them notice that the upper vehicle is hovering
(stationary) in the sky and is firing thrusters to remain in place. Point out the cords that are
slowly lowering the rover to the ground below. Then ask them how they might explain this in
two sentences.

Very good, now let’s pretend that when we wrote our caption, we came up with this... CLICK
(Have students read the caption draft.)
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¢ Be clear and brief

| have checked off the second step because we did write 1 or 2 sentences that explain why | am
showing the reader the illustration. The next thing we need to check is whether we were clear
and brief.
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It has rocket things burning so.that it can fly-in.one
p.ace. Thenthr foVer falls from that thing down
ouh of the sky.

# The landing craft has reeket? singsburning
thrusters se-thatitean-fhy-inr Aeplace that it uses

to hover above the Martian surface: Then it:slowly

lowers the rover falls-from-that thing down-outof
the-sky to the ground using strong cables.

This slide has three CLICKS of animation.

As | read this over to myself. | realize | should rephrase the caption to clarify what | am trying to
say. Let me show you what | mean.

For example, the first word “it” is not very clear. | am actually talking about “the landing craft”
so | will change that. CLICK. Then, | wrote about the “rocket things burning”. Although this is
easy to understand and to see in the illustration, | remember from my reading that there is a
specific word in the research for these rockets, “thrusters”. So | changed this in my caption.
CLICK. The rest of my sentence says “so that it can fly in one place”. However, | can think of a
better way to say this. | know that helicopters fly in one place but when people talk about this
they use the word hover. That sounds much better. | also haven’t mentioned where it hovers
but | know it is above Mars, so | can say “it hovers above the Martian surface”. CLICK
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It has rocket things burning so.that it can fly-in.one
place. Ther the rover falls from that thing down
out of the sky.

The landin craft has thrusters that itwses to hover
above the Mortian surface: Thien it slowly lowers

the rover falls= -er-thaithingdown-outatthesly

to the ground using strong cables.

This slide has two CLICKS of animation.

I never really liked my second sentence about the rover falling out of the sky but | didn’t know
how to say what was happening any other way. So, | asked a friend of mine and she suggested
that | use the word lower because of the wires. And, since it doesn’t fall quickly | added the
word “slowly” to describe how the rover was lowered. CLICK Finally, | decided to change the
“out of the sky” part of the sentence since that is very obvious. Instead, | decided to explain
how the rover gets to the ground and changed it to “to the ground using strong cables.”
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Short title (if needed): Landing the Rover on Mars

Write clearly in complete sentences
Why did | include the illustration?

Be clear and brief

. Prqof read

The landing craft has-thrusters that it uses to hover
above the Martian surface. Then'it slowly lowers
the rover to the ground using strong cables.

Our final step is to proof read. Here, we want to make sure that we have spelled everything
correctly, used punctuation and that we didn’t leave out any words we wanted to say. Read the
final paragraph with me and so we can check to see if our caption is correct. (Allow students to
comment—there are NO additional errors in this caption.)
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Short title (|

Write clearl

Prqof read

Landing the Rover on Mars: The landing craft has
thrusters that it uses to hover above the Martian
surface. Then it slowly lowers the rover to'the ground
using strong cables.

This slide has one CLICK of animation

We check off our last step. The only thing left for us to do now is to decide whether or not we
need any labels to go along with our caption. CLICK Let’s read our caption one last time to see
if labels are necessary for readers to understand our illustration or if our caption is enough by
itself.

(TEACHER: After students read the caption, help them come to the conclusion that labels are
probably not necessary for this illustration because the caption explains the illustration well.)



Slide 17

~ Your Turn

* Complete your Mars rover designs

* Decide on which to add captions and or labels
and why

» Show your teacher your designs and ask for
feedback




