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Solar Orbiter 
Makes Close Pass 
Flying by the Sun

On Monday, the European Space Agency’s (ESA) 
Solar Orbiter made its first close pass of the 
Sun.

Launched in February, it has been zooming 
through our Solar System waiting for 
this moment. 

Now, the team can begin testing the 
spacecraft’s ten bits of equipment which includes 
six telescopes.

“We have never taken pictures of the Sun from 
a closer distance than this,” said Daniel Müller, 
an ESA Scientist.

The Solar Orbiter is the first spacecraft to look 
at the Sun’s poles. Almost all other spacecraft 
looking at the Sun have circled around 
its middle.

“Now, we’ll be able to look down on the Sun 
from above,” said space scientist Russell Howard.

This is important for understanding the Sun 
better and for forecasting space weather events.

Space weather events can cause beautiful 
colours to appear in the sky above our North and 
South pole. 

However, they can also disrupt the use of some 
technology. This is why understanding when 
space events might happen is important. 

The equipment will take readings as the 
spacecraft curves around the Sun before 
slingshotting away again.

It will soar back as far away as the Earth 

before curving around and repeating 22 similar 
elliptical orbits over the next few years.

As well as getting near the Sun, it will fly 
close to Venus eight times and the Earth once as 
it glides silently along.

Despite the vastness of space, the orbiter has 
already come close to one solar object. By happy 
chance, the spacecraft soared through the tail of 
comet ATLAS at the end of May. The scientists 
were quick to turn on the equipment and collect 
this rare data.

Hopefully, the Solar Orbiter will continue to 
be lucky as its mission continues.

Illustration: The Solar Orbiter passing the Sun.

Glossary

poles The most northerly and 
southerly points on a planet 
or star.

forecasting Predicting future events.

elliptical orbits The revolving of one object 
around another in an oval-
shaped path.

vastness Very great in size.
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What is space weather?

• Space weather describes the conditions within 
the Solar System which are affected by things 
the Sun does.

• The Sun can give off things like solar flares and even 
types of storms which can affect us here on Earth.
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Questions
1. How many pieces of equipment for studying the Sun are included on the Solar Orbiter? 

 

2. How does the European Space Agency’s (ESA) Solar Orbiter compare to previous spacecraft 
which have studied the Sun? 
 

 

 

3. In the paragraph beginning “The equipment will take readings...” which word means to 
forcefully speed up through the effect of gravity? 

 

4. Tick these statements to show whether they are true or false. 
True False

The Solar Orbiter began its journey on Monday.
The Solar Orbiter will fly close to Venus 22 times.
The Solar Orbiter will go around the Sun in an elliptical orbit.
The scientists are hoping the information they gather will help them 
forecast space weather events.

5. How do you think the scientists felt when they found out the orbiter would be passing 
through Comet ATLAS’s tail? 
 

 

 

6. Which of these alternate headlines best summarises the story?

   Spacecraft’s Close Scrape with Comet ATLAS
   Space Weather Disrupts Technology
   Solar Orbiter Visits Sun’s Poles
   Solar Orbiter Makes First Close Pass of the Sun

Solar Orbiter Makes Close Pass Flying by the Sun
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Answers
1. How many pieces of equipment for studying the Sun are included on the Solar Orbiter? 

ten

2. How does the European Space Agency’s (ESA) Solar Orbiter compare to previous spacecraft 
which have studied the Sun? 
Accept any answer which compares the parts of the Sun the spacecraft looked at or 
that it is taking pictures from closer than ever before. e.g. Solar Orbiter is the first 
spacecraft to look at the Sun’s poles but other spacecraft circled around its middle.

3. In the paragraph beginning “The equipment will take readings...” which word means to 
forcefully speed up through the effect of gravity? 
slingshotting

4. Tick these statements to show whether they are true or false. 
True False

The Solar Orbiter began its journey on Monday.
The Solar Orbiter will fly close to Venus 22 times.
The Solar Orbiter will go around the Sun in an elliptical orbit.
The scientists are hoping the information they gather will help them 
forecast space weather events.

5. How do you think the scientists felt when they found out the orbiter would be passing 
through Comet ATLAS’s tail? 
Accept an answer which refers to their excitement because it is a rare event and it was 
a chance to collect more information. Also accept answers referring to them feeling 
panicked or worried because they didn’t want to miss a chance to collect rare data 
when they weren’t prepared. e.g. I think they would be excited because they get more 
information than just about the Sun.

6. Which of these alternate headlines best summarises the story?

   Spacecraft’s Close Scrape with Comet ATLAS
   Space Weather Disrupts Technology
   Solar Orbiter Visits Sun’s Poles
   Solar Orbiter Makes First Close Pass of the Sun

Solar Orbiter Makes Close Pass Flying by the Sun
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