
Students Questions, Answers and Comments from Dr. Jiwaji on Their Answers about ISS From 
Agape Secondary School in Moshi Tanzania 

 
Dear Mr Kijoti 
 
I was really pleased to receive such keen and thoughtful answers from your students and reasoning only 
from what they observed.  Give a pat on the back from me. 
 
I have commented on their answers below in blue after their answers which are in red. 
 
 How big could this ISS be? 
1.ISS is as big as a plane (Boeing 747),/  It is as big as a helicopter. 
So it is the size of about two or three Boeings 
 
2. How far or high above the Earth is it travelling? 
2. It was travelling between 15.000 km to 20,000 km. Reason: That's the normal altitude of many planes. 
You can see how important units are.  We normally hear these numbers from the pilots, but they mean 
feet and they say that the plane is flying at 20,000 feet.  Since 3 feet is equivalent to about 1 meter, the 
height that a plane flies is about 7,000 meters or 7 kilometers.   
 
Remember that Mt. Kilimanjaro is about 6,000 feet which is equivalent to about 2,000 meters or 2 
kilometers.  So a plane is flying quite high compared to the height of the highest mountain in Africa, but it 
is very low compared to how high the Space Station is (400 kilometers). 
 
Also compare this with the radius of the Earth, which is 6,000 KILOMETERS, so compared to the size of 
the Earth, the height of ISS, 400 kilometers is quite small (about 5%), and so it is still very much within the 
strong gravitational influence of the Earth. 
 
Such discussions puts distances in the correct perspective and we can start to understand how huge 
Earth is and be ready to accept otherwise extremely large distances between the planets, and the 
extremely vast distances between stars and the even more unimaginably large distances between 
galaxies. 
 
3. The bright light that we saw, was it its own or was it a reflection?   
3. It was a reflection the reason why it disappear so sudden,/. It was reflection but also it has its own light. 
It shines by reflected light so one group was right. 
 
4. Why did it disappear so sudden? 
4. It went away from our sight of vision./  It just turned off its light. 
But it can't go out of sight so suddenly. it would have disappeared gradually.  
 
5. Where were it being observed, throughout Tz, E.A. the whole of Africa? 
5. All over Tanzania because we are covered by the same sky/ It was observed everywhere in the world 
that's why the information reached us! 
Very true that we are covered by the same sky so East African cooperation in astronomy is not far off ! 
But due to the curvature of the earth, it cannot be seen all over the world simultaneously at night. 
 
6. Was it already out of gravitational influence? 
6. No because sooner or later it will land somewhere./ No because if it were out of gravitational influence 
it couldn't have travelled horizontally. nor could we have been able to see it. 
Very good observational reasoning has been shown here by the students.  It was very interesting that 
they felt that it was flying horizontally, which would normally be taken to mean in a flat plane.  But 
horizontally actually means parallel to the earth and since the Earth is curved the horizontal is also curved 
!!  
 
 



7. Were there any astronauts’ inside? 
7.Yes / No it is controlled in the station on earth. 
The space station is too huge and complicated for it to be controlled successfully only from Earth, so 
astronauts are essential.  And they do a lot of research work as well. 
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