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AN EPIC JOURNEY: UNDERSTANDING THE SPACE RACE
TIMELINE FOR KS2

Imagine looking up at the night sky and seeing a brand new,
moving star—a star that was made by humans. That is exactly
what people saw in 1957, and it marked the beginning of one of
the most  exciting adventures in  history:  the Space Race.  For
pupils  learning  about  this  period  in  Key  Stage  2  (KS2),
understanding the Space Race timeline is like reading a thrilling
story of competition, bravery, and incredible discovery. This was
not just a race between two countries; it was a race to push the
boundaries  of  what  humans  could  achieve.  Let  us  journey
through the key moments that  took us from the launch of  a
simple satellite to the first footprints on the Moon.
The  Space  Race  was  a  fierce  competition  between  the  United
States (USA) and the Soviet Union (USSR, often called Russia).
After World War II, these two nations were locked in a struggle
called the Cold War. They were not fighting each other with guns
and tanks, but they wanted to prove which country was stronger,
smarter, and more advanced. The ideal arena for this contest?
Outer space. By following the Space Race timeline for KS2, we
can  see  how  each  new  step  pushed  the  other  side  to  do
something even more amazing.

How It All Began: The First
Satellites (1957–1958)
The Space Race officially started on October 4, 1957, when the
Soviet Union launched Sputnik 1.  Sputnik was a small,  shiny
metal  ball  about  the  size  of  a  beach  ball.  It  had  four  long
antennae and beeped a simple radio signal back to Earth. For
people in 1957, hearing that beep was electrifying. It meant that
humans had sent an object into orbit around our planet for the
first time ever. The beep of Sputnik was like a starting pistol for
the race.
The United States was shocked.  They had thought they were
ahead in science, but the Soviets had beaten them into space.
Just  one  month  later,  in  November  1957,  the  Soviet  Union
launched Sputnik 2, which carried a passenger: a dog named
Laika.  Laika  became  the  first  living  creature  to  orbit  the  Earth.
Unfortunately,  she did not survive the trip,  but her flight proved
that  a  living  thing  could  survive  liftoff  and  the  conditions  of
space. This was a very important, though sad, step in the Space
Race timeline for KS2 students to remember.
The USA worked hard to catch up. In January 1958, they launched
their  first  satellite,  Explorer  1.  It  was  smaller  than  Sputnik  but
discovered something amazing:  the  Van Allen  radiation  belts,
which are zones of charged particles trapped by Earth’s magnetic
field. That same year, the USA created a new government agency
dedicated to space exploration: NASA (National Aeronautics and
Space Administration). NASA would become the lead American
organization for the rest of the Space Race.

Animals, Astronauts, and
First Humans in Space
(1959–1961)
Before sending people, both countries tested with animals. The
USA sent a monkey named Albert (several of them) and later a
chimpanzee named Ham. Ham survived his flight in January 1961
and proved that a human could perform tasks in space. These
animal  missions helped scientists  understand how the human
body might react to the strange environment of zero gravity.
The next giant leap came on April 12, 1961. The Soviet Union
launched a spacecraft called Vostok 1 with a cosmonaut named
Yuri Gagarin inside. Yuri Gagarin became the first human being
to  travel  into  space.  He  orbited  Earth  once  and  spent  108
minutes  in  space.  His  famous  words  during  the  flight  were,
"Poyekhali!" which means "Let's go!" in Russian. Gagarin became
an instant hero around the world. For the first time, a person had
left our planet and seen the Earth from above—a beautiful blue
marble.
The USA answered back only 23 days later. On May 5, 1961,
astronaut Alan Shepard became the first American in space. His
flight  was  shorter  than  Gagarin's—only  15  minutes—and  he  did
not go into orbit; he went up and came back down in a suborbital
arc.  Still,  America  was  thrilled.  Shepard's  flight  showed  that  the
USA truly was in the race. A few weeks later, President John F.
Kennedy made a bold promise: the United States would land a
man on the Moon and return him safely  to  Earth before the
decade was over. That goal, announced in 1961, set the direction
for the rest of the Space Race timeline for KS2 students to study.

Walking in Space and
Rendezvous in Orbit
(1962–1966)
The race did not stop with the first flights. Both countries wanted
to achieve more impressive feats. In June 1963, the Soviet Union
launched Valentina Tereshkova—the first woman in space. She
orbited Earth 48 times in three days. Her mission showed that
women could also be cosmonauts and endure the rigors of space
travel.
Another  major  milestone  came  in  March  1965,  when  Soviet
cosmonaut Alexei Leonov performed the first ever "spacewalk."
He left his spacecraft and floated in space, attached by a tether,
for about 12 minutes. It was a dangerous and amazing first. The
USA quickly followed with their  own spacewalk a few months
later, by astronaut Ed White.
During  this  period,  the  USA  was  developing  the  Gemini
program,  which was designed to test the skills needed for a
Moon  mission.  Gemini  astronauts  learned  to  steer  their
spacecraft,  change  orbits,  and—most  importantly—dock  with
other  vehicles  in  space.  In  December  1965,  two  Gemini
spacecraft (Gemini 6 and Gemini 7) rendezvoused and flew within
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one meter of each other. This was a crucial skill  for the later
Apollo missions that would need to dock with a Lunar Module far
away from Earth.

Tragedy Strikes and
Learning From Loss (1967)
The Space Race timeline for KS2 also includes sad moments that
taught important lessons. In January 1967, a fire broke out inside
the Apollo 1 command module during a ground test, killing three
American astronauts: Gus Grissom, Ed White, and Roger Chaffee.
The entire NASA team was devastated but worked hard to fix the
problems  that  caused  the  fire.  The  Soviet  Union  also  suffered  a
tragedy in 1967 when cosmonaut Vladimir Komarov died during
the  landing  of  the  Soyuz  1  spacecraft.  These  painful  events
reminded everyone that space travel was extremely dangerous,
but the work continued.

The Race to the Moon:
Apollo and Zond
(1968–1969)
By 1968, the Moon was the clear target. The Soviet Union had
been  working  on  a  massive  rocket  called  the  N-1  to  send
cosmonauts to the Moon, but it kept exploding during tests. They
also sent unmanned spacecraft called Zond around the Moon to
test the route. The USA, on the other hand, had more success
with Saturn V, a giant rocket built by a team led by German-
American engineer Wernher von Braun.
In December 1968, the American Apollo 8 mission became the
first  crewed spacecraft  to leave Earth orbit  and go to the Moon.
Astronauts Frank Borman, Jim Lovell, and Bill Anders orbited the
Moon ten times on Christmas Eve. They took famous pictures of
the Earth rising over the Moon's horizon, a view that no human
had  ever  seen  before.  This  mission  gave  Americans  great
confidence that a landing was possible.
Meanwhile,  the Soviet  Union continued its  lunar program, but
technical problems slowed them. They did manage to land an
unmanned probe, Luna 9, softly on the Moon in February 1966,
and later Luna 16 brought back a small sample of Moon soil in
1970. However, they were not able to get a person there first.

The Greatest Moment: First
Moon Landing (20 July
1969)
The most famous date in the entire Space Race timeline for KS2
is July 20, 1969. On that day, the American Apollo 11 mission
achieved the goal set by President Kennedy. The Lunar Module,
named  Eagle,  separated  from  the  command  module  and
descended  to  the  Moon's  surface.  With  only  seconds  of  fuel
remaining,  Commander  Neil  Armstrong  landed  safely.  He
stepped onto the Moon and said his immortal words: "That's one
small step for [a] man, one giant leap for mankind."
Along with Armstrong, astronaut Buzz Aldrin also walked on the
Moon.  They  planted  the  American  flag,  collected  rocks  and  soil,
and  set  up  scientific  instruments.  The  third  astronaut,  Michael

Collins, stayed in orbit around the Moon, piloting the command
module. For about 21 hours, Armstrong and Aldrin explored the
lunar surface. Then they launched back to Collins, and the whole
crew  returned  safely  to  Earth,  splashing  down  in  the  Pacific
Ocean  on  July  24.
People all over the world watched on television. It was a moment
of unity and wonder. The Space Race, in many people's eyes, was
won by the United States that day. But the story did not end
there.

What Happened After the
Moon Landing (1970–1975)
Even after the Apollo 11 triumph, the Space Race continued in
different  ways.  The  USA  went  on  to  land  five  more  successful
Apollo missions on the Moon, including the dramatic rescue of
Apollo 13 in 1970, which suffered an explosion but returned the
crew safely thanks to brilliant problem-solving.
The  Soviet  Union  turned  their  attention  to  building  space
stations—large spacecraft that could orbit Earth for a long time.
In 1971, they launched Salyut 1, the first space station ever. The
USA also built a space station, Skylab, in 1973. These stations
allowed  astronauts  to  stay  in  space  for  weeks  and  months,
performing scientific experiments.
The final act of the Space Race was a handshake in space. In July
1975, the Apollo-Soyuz Test Project saw an American Apollo
spacecraft dock with a Soviet Soyuz spacecraft. Astronauts and
cosmonauts conducted joint experiments and exchanged gifts.
This mission symbolized that the competition was over and a new
era of cooperation in space exploration had begun.

Key Figures in the Space
Race Timeline for KS2

Yuri Gagarin (Soviet): First human in space, 12 April 1961.
Valentina Tereshkova (Soviet): First woman in space, 16
June 1963.
Neil Armstrong (USA): First person on the Moon, 20 July
1969.
Buzz Aldrin (USA): Second person on the Moon.
John F. Kennedy (USA): President who set the goal of
landing a man on the Moon.
Sergei Korolev (Soviet): The chief rocket designer behind
the Soviet space successes.
Wernher von Braun (USA): The engineer who built the
Saturn V rocket for the Moon missions.

Why Does the Space Race
Matter Today?
Studying the Space Race timeline for KS2 is about more than
dates and names. It shows how competition can lead to incredible
innovation.  The  technologies  developed  for  the  race—better
computers,  lightweight  materials,  improved  navigation—have
benefited  our  everyday  lives.  Satellites  for  weather  prediction,
GPS,  and  communications  all  came  from  space  research.
Most importantly, the Space Race taught humans that we could
achieve  things  we  once  thought  were  impossible.  It  inspired
generations of  scientists,  engineers,  and explorers.  When you
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look at the Moon tonight, remember the people who raced to
reach it—and the daring, hard work, and teamwork that made it
happen. The race may have ended, but the journey into space
continues.

CONCLUSION: A RACE THAT CHANGED OUR WORLD

The Space Race timeline  for  KS2 takes  us  from the  beeping
Sputnik to the first footprints on lunar soil. It is a story filled with
heroes, risks, setbacks, and victories


