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A sat ell it e is a  t yp e o f  

m a c h in e t h at  o r b it s 

E a r t h ,  t a k in g  p ic t u r es 

a n d  c o ll ec t in g  

in f o r m at io n .  Th er e a r e 

t h o u sa n d s o f  sat ell it es 

o r b it in g  E a r t h  r ig ht  

n o w.  H o w d o  t h ey  a ll  

st ay  u p  t h er e?

G r a vit y  is t h e 

f o r c e t h at  h o ld s 

u s o n  E a r t h  a n d  

k eep s u s a ll  f r o m  

f lo at in g  a w ay.

To  o ver c o m e t h e st r o n g  p u ll  o f  

g r a vit y,  sat ell it es h a ve t o  l a u n c h  o n  

a  r o c k et .  O n c e t h e r o c k et  r ea c h es 

t h e r ig ht  lo c at io n  a b o ve E a r t h ,  it  

l et s g o  o f  t h e sat ell it e.

Th e sat ell it e u ses t h e en er g y  it  p ic k ed  u p  

f r o m  t h e r o c k et  t o  st ay  in  m o t io n .  

Th at  m o t io n  is c a ll ed  m o m ent u m .  E ven  

w h en  a  sat ell it e is t h o u sa n d s o f  m i les 

a w ay,  E a r t h©s g r a vit y  is st i ll  t u g g in g  o n  

it .  G r a vit y,  c o m b in ed  wit h  t h e 

m o m ent u m  f r o m  t h e r o c k et ,  c a u ses t h e 

sat ell it e t o  f o llo w a  c ir c u l a r  p at h  

a r o u n d  E a r t h :  a n  o r b it .

W h en  a  sat ell it e is in  o r b it ,  it  h a s a  

p er f ec t  b a l a n c e b et w een  it s 

m o m ent u m  a n d  E a r t h©s g r a vit y.  

G r a vit y  is st r o n g er  t h e c lo ser  yo u  a r e 

t o  E a r t h .  A n d  sat ell it es t h at  o r b it  

c lo se t o  E a r t h  m u st  t r a vel at  ver y  

h ig h  sp eed s t o  st ay  in  o r b it .

Fo r  exa m p le,  t h e sat ell it e 

N OAA- 2 0  o r b it s j u st  a  f ew  

h u n d r ed  m i les a b o ve E a r t h .  

I t  h a s t o  t r a vel at  17,0 0 0

m iles p er  h o u r  t o  st ay  in  

o r b it .

N OAA- 2 0  

G O E S - E a st

O n  t h e o t h er  h a n d,  N OAA©s 

G O E S - E a st  sat ell it e 

o r b it s 2 2 ,0 0 0  m i les a b o ve 

E a r t h .  I t  o n ly  h a s t o  

t r a vel a b o ut  6 ,7 0 0  m i les 

p er  h o u r  t o   st ay  in  o r b it . S at ell it es c a n  st ay  in  a n  

o r b it  f o r  h u n d r ed s o f  

yea r s,  so  w e d o n©t  h a ve 

t o  wo r r y  a b o ut  t h em  

f a ll in g  d o wn  t o  E a r t h .

Ph ew!

F in d  o ut  m o r e a b o ut  

o u r  h o m e p l a n et  at  

www. sc ij in k s.g o v
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Why don’t satellites fall out of the sky?N
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