
Discovering 
Space



For all of history, people have 
gazed up at the night sky and 
wondered what was up there. 
Long before telescopes and 
space shuttles, ancient people 
saw stars in the sky. They 
made up stories about them.  
They imagined the stars made 
pictures of people, animals, and 
objects. We call these groups 

of stars constellations.  Perhaps 
you have seen The Big Dipper, 
Taurus the bull, Orion the 
hunter, or other well-known star 
groups.

Early Discoveries

In ancient times, people wanted 
to learn about space, but they 
lacked tools. They could only 
look to the sky and wonder. 
Ancient Greeks learned to 
use the stars to help them 
steer their boats in the right 
direction. Others identified 
several planets they could see 
in the sky. Then, in the early 
1600s, scientists began to use 
telescopes. At last, people 



were able to see what was once 
invisible to the eye alone. With 
telescopes, scientists learned 
more about our solar system.  
Our solar system is made up of 
our Sun and all the objects 
that orbit, or circle, it. This 
includes planets, stars, comets, 
and moons.

Spacecrafts on the Moon

Even though people could see 
into space through the lens of 
the telescope, they wanted to 
know more. They wanted to see 
farther into space. Beginning 
in the 1950s, scientists sent 
spacecrafts to the moon. 
There were no people on the 

spacecrafts. Instead there 
were cameras. The cameras sent 
pictures back to Earth. The 
pictures of the moon allowed 
scientists to study the moon. 
This helped them prepare for 
what would come next—sending 
people into space!

People in Space

Scientists made space vehicles 
that could take people into 
space. For the first time, people 
were able to explore space from 
above ground. Alan Shepard, 
Jr. was the first American to 
travel into space in 1961. He 
flew 116 miles up and came back 
down. The total flight lasted 



fifteen minutes. The very next 
year, John Glenn became the 
first American to orbit Earth. 
In his almost five-hour flight, 
he circled Earth three times 
before landing.

People wanted to know what 
space is really like. They wanted 
to go outside of the spacecraft, 
so scientists made space suits. 
The special suits help people 
survive without gravity to hold 
them down and air to breathe. 
Wearing a space suit, Neil 
Armstrong became the first 
person to step onto the moon in 
1969. He said, “That’s one small 
step for [a] man, one giant leap 
for mankind.”

During the next three years, 
ten other astronauts went to 
the moon. Some returned to the 
moon with a rover. A rover is 
like a golf cart. It allowed the 
astronauts to travel farther and 
learn more about the moon.

Beginning in the 1970s, people 
started using space stations to 
learn more about space. A space 



station is like a small home up 
in space. It orbits Earth with 
people inside. The people do 
experiments. They practice 
walking in space. Astronauts 
stay in a space station for a 
certain amount of time, such as 
a month.

Unmanned Spacecraft

Even with space suits and 
rockets, humans can only travel 
so far into space. Yet, we still 
want to learn more about space. 
To keep exploring space, we use 
unmanned spacecraft. These 
spacecraft without people can 
travel even farther into space. 
Voyager 1 and Voyager 2 are 

unmanned spacecraft. They have 
visited Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus, 
and Neptune. There are plans 
for Voyager 1 to travel past our 
solar system. This has never 
been done before!
The unmanned spacecraft have 
cameras. The cameras take 
pictures and send images back 



to Earth. The spacecraft also 
carry human-made objects, 
including recorded music. The 
items are meant to inform any 
aliens of life on Earth.

A space probe is a robot. 
Scientists control the robot 
from Earth. Probes landed on 
Mars. The probes explored 
the surface of Mars. It sent 
pictures back to Earth. One 
probe found signs that there 
was once water on Mars. A 
different probe left Earth. 
Seven years later, it reached to 
Saturn, where it is currently orbiting.
We still use telescopes to learn 
about space. In 1990, Americans 
used a space shuttle to put a 

huge telescope into orbit. It 
is called the Hubble Space 
Telescope. The Hubble is still 
in space. It orbits Earth once 
every 97 minutes. It faces away 
from Earth and takes pictures 
of objects in the universe.



Just like thousands of years 
ago, people today long to travel 
into space. For about $250,000, 
you can buy a ride on a space 
vehicle and travel into space. 
Perhaps one day, anyone will be 
able to afford to go into space. 
Maybe we will be able to live 
there! Would you go?
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