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The countdown had begun. The crew members aboard the space 
shuttle Challenger joked with one another as they waited for takeoff. 
Then, at 11:38 a.m., the spacecraft thundered off the ground. The 
launch seemed to be going well.

Suddenly, everything changed. A bright ball of fire flashed in the sky, and 
thick clouds of white smoke appeared. NASA officials knew the space 
shuttle was in trouble. Everyone’s worst fears came true as Challenger broke 
apart, killing everyone on board—including teacher Christa McAuliffe. The 
loss stunned people across the world and led to important changes in the 
space shuttle program.
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�

Ready to Launch
It was the morning of January 28, 1986. The space 

shuttle Challenger stood on the launch pad at the Kennedy 
Space Center in Florida. The day was very cold. Despite the 
weather, a large crowd had gathered to see the launch. 

Challenger ’s crew 
walked to the 
launch pad on 
the morning of 
January 28, 1986.

The launch of Challenger had been 
delayed six times due to equipment 

problems and powerful winds.



A large crowd gathered 
to watch the liftoff.

The commander of the shuttle was Francis “Dick” 
Scobee. He spoke to the NASA control center by radio.

“Two minutes,” Scobee said. Challenger was about to 
liftoff.

As the countdown continued, the seven crew members 
aboard Challenger joked with one another. So far, things 
were going well. However, in just a few minutes, that would 
all change.

�



�

The Space Age Begins
The Space Age began in 1957 when the Soviet Union  

sent a satellite into space. Four years later, the first  
astronauts traveled in capsules carried on powerful rockets. 
These capsules took people into orbit around Earth. However, 
they could be used only once. When the capsules returned to 
Earth, they splashed down into the ocean.

America’s early 
space travelers flew 
in Mercury capsules 
like this one. 



�

In 1972, NASA began developing a better way to carry 
people into space. Workers designed a new spacecraft called 
the shuttle. Unlike the capsules, the shuttle could glide back 
to Earth and land on a runway. Then it could be used again 
for another mission.

Astronaut John Glenn was the first American to orbit Earth  
in a Mercury capsule.

The first shuttle was named .
Enterprise, after the spaceship .

on the TV show Star Trek. 
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