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Courage 
When we think of the Columbia astronauts, courage 
is the first virtue that comes to mind. Every astronaut 
knows that he/she is assuming great risk; moreover, 
each likely experiences the fear that any of us would 
experience in being thrust into space, and especially 
as they plummet back through the earth’s atmosphere 
at 12,000 miles per hour as the spacecraft heats to 
3,000 degrees Fahrenheit. Courage doesn’t come from 
eliminating fear and risk; rather, courage is the act of 
meeting danger and risk without giving way to fear.

Astronauts are able to meet and overcome fear because 
they believe in the value of their endeavors. One of the 
Columbia astronauts, Payload Commander Michael An-
derson, said before the mission “I take the risk because I 
think what we’re doing is really important. If you look at 
this research flight and if you really take an opportunity 
to look at each experiment…the potential yield that we 
have is really tremendous. For me, it’s the fact that what 
I’m doing can have great consequences and great benefits 
for everyone, for mankind.”

Commander Anderson was in charge of Columbia’s 90 
experiments. Over 16 days their experiments investigated 
solutions for cancer, improving crop yields, building 
earthquake resistant buildings, and studying the effects 
of radiation on the earth’s atmosphere.

Unifying Around Noble Endeavor 
Great and noble endeavors like American space missions 
attract the best from around the world. Columbia’s 
flight team had members from India - Kalpana Chawla, 
and from Israel - Ilan Ramon. They came to America in 
search of adventure and to be part of something larger 
than themselves.

Throughout our history and still today, people come to 
our nation to be part of the great American endeavor- 
our great experiment in democracy and economic 
freedom. We can honor the Columbia astronauts by 
affirming our commitment to assuring that America 
remains a land of opportunity and bold endeavors.

Some of our nation’s leaders are already affirming our 
national commitment to leading the world in more bold 
and daring missions, such as sending astronauts to Mars. 
During this time of international strife, bold endeavors 
like a mission to Mars may help to unify the world in a 
common cause. Yet some argue that there are other causes 
such as the AIDS epidemic, hunger and education that cry 
out for the same resources.

In this lesson we will not debate which endeavors deserve 
which resources. Rather, we wish to emphasize a hope that 
the example of the Columbia astronauts will inspire all 
of us to reflect on what noble endeavors we would like to 
pursue, both now and in the future. Each of us can iden-
tify and participate in an endeavor that will help improve 
and build unity in our local and global communities.

The Value of Exploration 
What is it that makes exploration so attractive 
and inspiring? When we explore, whether it’s in 
the vastness of space or the interior of sub-atomic 
particles, we expand our knowledge and our 
conception of what is possible.

In exploring, we gain knowledge from the endeavor itself 
and we learn that challenges, although daunting, can be 
overcome. Our collective experience in meeting and over-
coming challenges gives us the faith to define and to lead 
even greater endeavors.

We cannot predict what challenges may be before us; 
however, we do know that the more we explore and 
learn about the earth, our solar system, our human and 
spiritual capabilities, the better our ability to face any 
future challenges will be.

The loss of 7 brave astronauts has brought our nation and 
much of the world together in a shared sense of mourn-
ing and grief. The best tribute we can offer these men and 
women is a renewed sense of dedication to overcome our 
fears and continue exploring, to continue pushing the 
boundaries of our knowledge, and to dedicate ourselves in 
pursuit of great and noble endeavors.  n
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Our nation and the world have lost seven of its finest citizens, astronauts - men 

and women who aspired to push the limits of space exploration and to advance science. Their stories, both 

as individuals and as a team, help to illuminate important aspects of our nation’s character. The astronauts 

and mission of shuttle Columbia speak to the virtue of courage, the value of a nation and the world unifying 

around noble endeavors, and the value of exploration.      
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Vocabulary

Conception – A thought, an idea. 
Courage – The capacity to meet danger without giving way to 
fear.  
Daunting – Full of fear. 
Endeavor – A purposeful or industrious undertaking 
especially one the requires effort or boldness.
Noble  – Having or showing qualities of high moral character, 
such as courage, generosity, or honor.
Mandate – A command or authorization to act i a particular 
way given by the electorate to its representative.
Plummet – To fall straight down, to decline suddenly and 
steeply.
Strife – Bitter conflict.
Vastness – An immensely large area.

Notes
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Teacher’s  Guide

Lesson Goals
E	Help students understand the virtue of 

courage     
E	Help students appreciate the courage of 

those in our society who accept risk in 
order to help others and to expand our 
frontiers   

E	Develop understanding and 
appreciation of how bold and noble 
endeavors can unite people

E	Inspire students to define and be a part 
of a noble endeavor in their own lives   

E	Help students consider the value of 
exploration 

Courage – The capacity to meet danger 
without giving way to fear.   

This lesson has one part containing reading, 
discussion questions, journal writing and 
extended learning activities. 

Activity 1:  Read together the 
student text.

Activity 2: Discussion 
Question Options 
1.	 Space exploration is a powerful and 

obvious way to unite many people and 
countries in pursuing a common goal. 
What are some other, possibly less 
obvious endeavors that help to unite 
the world?

Some ideas:
·  International assistance endeavors 

that address AIDs, hunger, 
improving education, health care and 
infrastructure in developing countries

·  Working for peace
·  Promoting human rights
·  Working to mobilize and unite 

members of our local communities to 
address specific problems

Discuss how although most of us will 
not have the opportunity to participate 
in a space mission, we can participate 
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in many other noble endeavors 
including those listed above.

2.	 As you learn about space missions, 
do they inspire you to be a part of a 
bold endeavor? Do you think space 
exploration inspires others to set 
and reach for higher goals, why or 
why not?          

3.	 Commander Anderson discussed that 
it was worth taking the risk of space 
flight because his work had “great 
consequences and great benefits for 
everyone, for mankind”. Do you think 
our society does enough to encourage 
young people to consider working 
towards goals that go beyond our own 
personal benefit? Consider all major 
aspects of our society, our families, 
schools, music, entertainment, friends, 
and political leaders.

 
Activity 3: Journal 
Writing 
A.	In your journal write about a noble 

endeavor that inspires you and 
which you would like to assist. 
Your statement should include 3 
elements: 1st a specific statement 
defining the endeavor and its goals, 
2nd how you plan to participate 
in this endeavor, and 3rd what 
you need to do to train for the 
endeavor, including educational 
requirements.

Extended Learning 
Activities 
1.  Organize a mock session of the 

“Committee on Commerce, 
Science and Transportation” http://
commerce.senate.gov/ where the 
committee is evaluating whether 
to fund a mission to transport 
astronauts to and from Mars, or 
continue exploration of Mars with 
probes and unmanned spacecraft. 

Divide the class into the following 3 
teams: 
 
Team A is a Senate Technology 
committee.  They elect a chairman 
and run the committee session. The 
committee listens to the other 2 teams’ 
presentations and then asks questions. 
Team C should review background 
materials before the session so that they 
can intelligently evaluate the presentations 
from the other 2 teams.

 
Team B makes a 15-minute presentation 
on the benefits of a manned mission 
to Mars.  The presentation should 
include an estimate of costs, projected 
technology benefits, and why sending 
astronauts is better than sending probes 
and unmanned spacecraft. 
 
Team C makes a 15-minute 
presentation outlining why sending 
unmanned probes or an unmanned 
spaceship to Mars is the better choice.

2.	 Ask each student to identify an explorer 
that they would like to learn more 
about.

Website Resources for 
Teachers and Students 
Official NASA Site  
http://www.nasa.gov

Education World’s Great Sites for 
Teaching About Explorers 

http://www.educationworld.com
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