
 
Understanding Your Plate Using SkyServer Tools 
 

Start at the SDSS Plate Browser website at http://skyserver.sdss.org/dr12/en/tools/getimg/plate.aspx. Locate 
your plate number under one of the four survey lists and select “Get Plate.” In this guide, we will use plate 5054 
from the BOSS survey as an example. 

 
 
After you click “Get Plate,” you see a long list of objects that were examined on that plate. The objects are all 
either stars, galaxies, or quasars (QSO). If you click on an object name, you will see the spectrum for that 
object. If you click on the square icon next to the object, you will be brought to the Object Explorer page, which 
displays key information about the object, as well as its spectrum. For the next step, we need to be on the Object 
Explorer page. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

On the Object Explorer page, click the link called “Finding chart” under the Image Summary group in the 
sidebar. This opens the Finding Chart page; from here, click the “Navi” link in the topmost toolbar in order to 
reach the Navigation Tool page. The SDSS pages remember which object you originally chose, so you won’t 
have to find it manually. 
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Once on the Navigation Tool page, we can figure out an approximate location of the object on the plate. To do 
this, first select “SDSS Plates” under Advanced Options. This will show pink circles in the viewing window 
that shows various regions covered by different plates. Note that you may not see full circles initially, as the 
viewing window is partially zoomed in. To get a better view of the plate boundaries, choose the 2nd- or 3rd-most 
zoomed out setting. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Here, we can see our object centered in the viewing window. Luckily, the example object we chose is only 
covered by a single plate. From this, we can determine that the object we chose is just off-center on the plate we 
are looking at. Now that we have a good idea of where the object is on the plate, we can use a couple features to 
figure out exactly which drill hole corresponds to that object. To do this, select the 4th level of zoom, and then 
select “Objects with spectra” under Drawing Options. This displays all of the objects that were examined with 
the SDSS spectrograph, which corresponds to the drill holes in the plate. From this, we can find the exact drill 
hole for our object by finding the pattern of holes in the plate that matches the pattern we see in the Navigation 
Tool. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

In some cases, an object you pick may be covered by more than one plate. If this happens, you can follow the 
same steps as listed above, except that you must look for the correct pattern in more than one place (hopefully 
no more than three) on your plate. In the example below, we see that our new object is covered by three 
different plates. Therefore, we must look for the pattern of drill holes that matches the spectra location pattern in 
three different places on our plate: near the top, bottom right, and bottom left. 

 

 

First Plate: look near the bottom-right 
for the correct pattern. 

Second Plate: look near the bottom-left 
for the correct pattern. 

Third Plate: look near the top for the 
correct pattern. 


