
Student Lesson: The Challenger Space 

Shuttle Disaster 

Grade Levels: 4–8 

Time: 45–60 minutes 

Subjects: Science, History, STEM, Social Studies 

 

Lesson Overview 

In this lesson, students learn about the Challenger Space Shuttle disaster, why it happened, and 

why it is still important today. Students will explore how science, engineering, and decision-

making work together—and how learning from mistakes helps make future discoveries safer. 

 

Learning Objectives 

Students will be able to: 

 Describe what happened to the Space Shuttle Challenger 

 Understand why the disaster affected so many students and teachers 

 Explain how engineering failures can lead to change and improvement 

 Reflect on the importance of safety, communication, and learning from history 

 

Student Reading (Age-Appropriate) 

On January 28, 1986, NASA launched the Space Shuttle Challenger. Just 73 seconds after 

liftoff, the shuttle broke apart in the sky. All seven astronauts on board lost their lives. 

This launch was special because one of the astronauts, Christa McAuliffe, was a teacher. She 

was chosen to represent educators across the country. Because of this, millions of students 

watched the launch live in their classrooms. 

Later, scientists learned that the disaster was caused by a small rubber part called an O-ring. The 

weather that morning was very cold, and the O-ring did not work the way it should have. Hot 

gases escaped, causing serious damage to the shuttle. 



After the disaster, NASA studied what went wrong. They changed safety rules, improved 

designs, and learned important lessons about listening to engineers and speaking up when 

something seems unsafe. 

 

Did You Know? (Student Facts) 

 The shuttle broke apart 73 seconds after launch 

 The temperature at launch was about 36°F 

 Over one million students were watching live 

 NASA paused shuttle flights for nearly three years 

 Challenger Learning Centers were created to honor the crew and teach science 

 

Student Worksheet 

(Printable or Digital) 

Name: ___________________________ 

Date: ___________________________ 

 

Part 1: Reading Check 

Answer in complete sentences. 

1. What was special about the Challenger mission compared to other launches? 

 

 

2. Who was Christa McAuliffe, and why was she important? 

 

 

3. What caused the Challenger disaster? 

 

 



 

Part 2: Vocabulary Match 

Match the word to its meaning. 

Word Meaning 

1. Astronaut ⬜ A. A group that investigates problems 

2. O-ring ⬜ B. A rubber seal used in rockets 

3. Engineer ⬜ C. A person trained to travel in space 

4. Investigation ⬜ D. A person who designs and builds machines 

 

Part 3: Critical Thinking 

Answer thoughtfully. 

1. Why do you think it was important for NASA to change its safety rules after Challenger? 

 

 

2. What can students today learn from this event? 

 

 

 

Part 4: Reflection (Choose One) 

☐ Write 3–5 sentences 

☐ Draw a picture with a caption 

Prompt: 
What does the Challenger disaster teach us about learning from mistakes and working together? 

 

 



Student Quiz: Challenger Space Shuttle 

Disaster 

Name: ____________________ 

Score: _____ / 10 

 

Multiple Choice (Circle the correct answer) 

1. When did the Challenger disaster occur? 

A. 1975 

B. 1981 

C. 1986 

D. 1992 

2. How long after launch did the shuttle break apart? 

A. 10 seconds 

B. 73 seconds 

C. 5 minutes 

D. 1 hour 

3. Why were many classrooms watching the launch? 

A. It was a holiday 

B. It was the first shuttle launch 

C. A teacher was on board 

D. It was required by law 

4. What part failed and caused the disaster? 

A. Fuel tank 

B. Wing 

C. Engine 

D. O-ring 

 

True or False 

5. The weather was warm on launch day. 

☐ True ☑ False 

6. NASA made safety changes after the disaster. 

☑ True ☐ False 

 

Short Answer 



7. Name one lesson NASA learned from the Challenger disaster. 

 

8. Why is it important for engineers to speak up about safety concerns? 

 

 

Bonus Question (Optional) 

9. How can learning from past mistakes help future space missions? 

 
 


