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Teaching 
pupils to 
be over 

the Moon

W
ith one giant leap the 
astronaut finally reached  
the summit of the tallest 
mountain in the Solar 
System. Proudly looking 
down at the nASA badge  

on the arm of her suit, she took a moment  
to contemplate the adventure, the culmination 
of extensive training during which she’d 
experienced three times the force of gravity 
and floated in weightlessness.

Yet although the eager explorer may have 
been nASA trained, she was no veteran 
astronaut; she was a 15-year-old Brit and this 
wasn’t the 14-mile high olympus Mons on the 
red planet but the Mars Climbing Wall at 
nASA’s US Space & Rocket Center in 
huntsville, Alabama.

this week nASA celebrated landing the 
£1.6billion Curiosity rover on the surface of 
Mars. it marked the dawn of a new era of 
space exploration and now hundreds of British 
pupils are at the forefront of this exciting new 

As NASA celebrates successfully landing  
its £1.6bn Curiosity rover on the surface  
of Mars, an Essex schoolgirl tells NADIA 
BROOKS in Alabama USA what it was like  
to train with astronauts at Space Camp

LuNar LaNDING: Neil armstrong in man’s first Moon walk in 1969 

BaDGe Of 
HONOur: Natalie 
Crabb in the suit 
she wore for her 
intensive Nasa 
training in 
alabama
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‘It opened my eyes 
to the fact that school 
is a platform to all the 
exciting things you can 

do with science’

A TYPICAL DAY ON THE ADVANCED 
SPACE ACADEMY COURSE…
6.30  Wake up 
8.00  Breakfast
9.00  Apollo history
10.00  Shuttle briefi ng
11.00  Sixth gravity chair
12.00  Space introduction
13.00  Lunch
14.00  Hydroponics lab
15.00  Rocket construction
16.00  Multi-axis trainer
17.00  Shuttle orientation
18.00  Dinner
19.00  Mission training
20.00  Strange science
22.00  Lights out

phase in Mankind’s discoveries in space. While 
Natalie Crabb’s friends back home in Essex 
spent their days playing computer games, 
she was in professional level space simulation 
at Space Camp training with former 
astronauts, NASA commanders and fi ghter 
pilots from the US Air Force. 

Natalie saw stars after experiencing the 
multi-axis trainer, where she felt the dizziness 
of a space capsule going into a tumble spin 
during Earth re-entry. Her crew’s survival 
depended on her regaining control quickly 
despite severe disorientation.

Waking at 6.30am each day she was also 
blasted 160ft into the air in the Space Shot 
simulator, experiencing what rocket lift-off is 
like with 4Gs of force (equivalent to a speeding 
Formula 1 car braking heavily) followed by 
several seconds of weightlessness. To prepare 
for weightless space walks she wore scuba 
gear to complete underwater tasks in the 
microgravity simulator.

Natalie also manned jet fi ghter simulations, 
built robots and sampled space food in 
between learning aviation principles including 
aeronautic design and orbital mechanics. 

At the end of her training she took command 
of an advanced simulated Space Shuttle 
mission into deep space and successfully 
steered her crew of teens, aged 14 to 18, home. 

The Space Camp experience was “out of this 
world” according to Natalie, a former pupil at 
St Clere’s, a specialist science college in 
Stanford-Le-Hope.

“It was an exceptionally inspiring 
experience, an adventure I will never forget,” 
she says. “It was like being one step away from 
actually travelling into space. It opened my 
eyes to the fact that subjects in school such as 
physics, chemistry and maths are merely a 
platform to all the exciting things that can be 
done with science.”

Natalie’s former maths teacher Ken Lewis is 
the UK Ambassador for the US Space & 
Rocket Center and has been taking pupils 
there to shoot for the Moon for the past 11 
years. Last year 220 students from eight 

British schools went to the NASA facility and 
more are going this year. Ken started taking 
pupils to Space Camp after American 
astronaut Don Lind, who was aboard the 
Spacelab-3 mission launched from the 
Kennedy Space Center in Florida in 1985, 
visited St Clere’s 12 years ago.

“He came to talk to the students about doing 
the right thing in life and that you can be 
anything you want, you just have to put in the 
effort,” he said. “You could take any student, 
and we have children from completely varied 
backgrounds, to Space Camp and they would 
benefi t from it. It inspires them.” 

Ken said Space Camp encourages children 

to become independent and to realise the 
“importance of science in everyday life”. He 
added: “Experience of a lifetime is a phrase 
that gets used a lot. So many students can be 
limited by lack of motivation. After Space 
Camp they come back believing in themselves. 
It encourages them to achieve their dreams.
They begin to appreciate the wealth of careers 
that are available in the fi eld of science, 
technology, engineering and mathematics.

“Everyone knows about the Moon landing, 
which was an amazing achievement, but space 
exploration has brought us a variety of benefi ts 
from improved kidney dialysis machines to 
satellite technology.”

K
EN HOPES Britain will play a big 
part in future space exploration. 
“The UK certainly needs to put 
more funding into space 
programmes,” he said. “In this 
modern age we need to be at the 

cutting edge of technological advances; we 
need to be part of the process rather than 
depending on the discoveries of others. 

“More needs to be done to encourage young 
people to study sciences to degree level and 
beyond. These are our future scientists and 
engineers, they will shape the future. The new 
focus is now on a Mars programme. Space will 
always be the fi nal frontier and the adventure 
of it will always appeal to young people.”

Ken thinks it is time Britain held another 
nationwide competition to fi nd a new 
astronaut, as we did in 1989. Sheffi eld-born 
Helen Sharman was selected to become our 
fi rst astronaut, beating 13,000 other applicants 
after responding to a radio advertisement.

“A national campaign to select a new 
British astronaut is a great idea,” he says. 
“Besides national pride it would help to 
stimulate interest in science and provide 
positive role models.”

● Space Camp starts at £1,600. Teachers 
interested in arranging a group visit should 
contact Ken via giftedtours.co.uk 

GREAT EXPERIENCE: Trainee astronauts are 
put through their paces at NASA’s US 
Space & Rocket Center in Alabama. 
Students are subject to extreme G-forces 
and weightlessness, with the multi-axis 
trainer, above, proving unforgettable
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