
Student Handout 1-Our Eye in the Sky 
 

Satellites are a tremendously useful technology for us today. The information they retrieve is 
integrated into our lives on a daily and regular basis, and yet, perhaps because we rarely 
encounter the satellites themselves, we seldom think about the impact they have on our lives. 
They are “Our Eye in the Sky.” Their lens has allowed us a different and more complete meta-
perspective on our planet and its global systems. As humans we have taken their information and 
used it to enhance our intelligence.  
 
One of the scientific purposes of satellites is to gauge the earth’s environment. Before satellites, 
we used wind, temperature, and rainfall gauges on planes, balloons, and ships to gain our 
information. Now, we have been able to use satellites to look at cloud systems, fronts, wind 
patterns and dust storms, snow and ice depth, fires, pollution (smog, smoke, oil spills), 
deforestation, and even urbanization trends. In this lesson you view a couple of interesting 
satellite images which exemplify some of these less-thought-of uses. You look at an image of the 
Kuwait oil spill fires as well as an image of city lights across the world. 
 
There are basically two types of weather satellites today. The first is called a geostationary 
operational environmental satellite, or GOES. This satellite is used by weather stations around 
the country for short-term forecasting and weather warnings. The second type is a polar-orbiting 
environmental satellite (POES) which measures the weather and atmospheric conditions—such 
as radiation, temperature, ozone, moisture—over the long-term.  
 
Another purpose of satellites is for military intelligence. In battle strategy, soldiers in the past have 
looked for the “high-ground” advantage so that they will be able to see the enemy approach. A 
satellite is, in essence, the ultimate high-ground. Satellites can “spy” on the military operations 
and developments of other countries. Military bases can be located and weapons technology can 
be calculated. In addition, the same technology of satellites and the rockets to launch them can 
be applied and used to launch missiles and other military weapons. In a combination of its 
purposes, satellites can also collect weather data to inform military operations. If, for instance, 
there is a dust storm headed toward an intended military engagement, the engagement could be 
postponed until conditions are more favorable. 
 
The first successful weather satellite, TIROS, (Television InfraRed Observation Satellite) was 
produced in Pennsylvania. It is an excellent example of the dual purposes of a weather satellite. 
During its 77 days of operation, it created between 19,389 to 22,952 usable photographs showing 
cloud patterns and weather information. Launched on April 1, 1960, during the last days of the 
Eisenhower administration, it was considered a United States achievement during the Cold War 
and the Space Race. The first image it took—an image you view in this lesson—was said to be 
sent to both Russia and China. No doubt the creation of TIROS was fueled in part by the fear the 
United States felt when the Russian’s demonstrated their space “supremacy” by launching 
Sputnik in October 1957 and Sputnik II the following month. Approximately two years after TIROS 
is launched, President Kennedy attempts to use weather satellites as a measure of goodwill 
between Russia and the United States. In a letter dated March 7, 1962, he urges the joint 
cooperation of both countries in a global weather satellite service. You will look at the letter 
exchange between Kennedy and Khushchev in this lesson. While both seem to have agreed on 
this service, the goodwill it may have created was short-lived. In October of 1962 both country 
leaders exchanged a series of heated communications as the United States experiences the 
immediate danger of Soviet Missiles in Cuba known as the Cuban Missile Crisis. 
 
In this lesson explore the many components of TIROS: the political landscape under which it was 
created, the effect its images had on us, the technological progress of satellites taken place since 
the first launching of TIROS, and the variety of learning enabled by satellite images and 
technology. 


