Free Activities ELEMENTARY - WEDNESDAY, NOVEMBER 4, 2026

City Lights Tell NASA a Story Before Sunrise

A space station photo shows the Midwest glowing in the dark, and those lights help
scientists study how cities change.

A space view shows Midwest city lights glowing in darkness with a faint colored band along Earth’s horizon.

ASA’s Earth Observatory shared a new astronaut photo of the U.S. Mid-

west before sunrise, according to NASA's Earth Observatory. An astro-
naut on the International Space Station took it on October 18, 2026, at 4:54
a.m. Central time. The International Space Station is a science lab that travels
around Earth.

The picture shows clear skies over much of the eastern United States. Down
below, cities glow in the dark. Big places like Chicago, Illinois, and Detroit,
Michigan, shine very brightly. Smaller city areas also show up. Indianapolis,
Cincinnati, and Louisville glow too. Highways connect many of these lights, like
thin shining paths.

Imagine looking out a window from far above Earth. You would not see people
or cars. You would see patterns. A city might look like a bright patch. A road
might look like a line of tiny beads. The land between cities would look much

darker.

The photo also shows a soft green and orange band near the edge of Earth.
That glow is called airglow. Airglow happens high in the atmosphere, the blan-
ket of gases around Earth. Sunlight hits tiny pieces of air and makes them give
off light. In the photo, sunrise was still about an hour away on the East Coast.
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The photo is not only pretty. Scientists can learn from nighttime lights. They
can study how bright a city is. They can study where lights spread over time.
They can also study the color of lights. Different kinds of lights can make differ-
ent colors.

NASA says these pictures help scientists track the built environment. That
means places people have made, such as homes, roads, stores, and factories.
Other NASA tools also watch nighttime lights from satellites. A satellite is a ma-
chine that moves around Earth in space.

These views can help after big storms, too. Scientists can look for places where
lights went out. Later, they can watch where lights come back on. That can
show how power is being restored.

From the ground, one streetlight may not seem like much. From space, millions
of lights make a pattern. That pattern can tell a story about where people live,

how they travel, and how cities grow.

Written from reporting by NASA.
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THINK IT THROUGH

1. Should scientists use nighttime lights to understand how a city is changing? Why
or why not?

2. If a town wants bright streets but also darker skies, how should leaders decide
where lights belong?

3. What could an astronaut photo show that a person standing in one city could
miss?
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ACROSS DOWN
2 Huge area beyond Earth's air where 1 Major roads linking cities with lots of
satellites travel traffic
5  Soft colored shine high above Earth 2 Morning time when the Sun first appears
Brought back after being missing or 3 Different shades of light, like green and
broken orange
4 Design or arrangement that repeats
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Where this came from

This article was written for 3andB from the reporting below. It is not a reprint — the
wording is ours and the facts are theirs.

NASA

“Before the Dawn in America’s Heartland”
Published Wednesday, November 4, 2026
Read by us on Wednesday, November 4, 2026

https://science.nasa.gov/earth/earth-observatory/before-the-dawn-in-americas-heartland/

WHAT IS IN THIS PACKET

The article and its discussion questions, a word search, and a crossword.

COPYING AND REUSE

Free to print, copy and hand out for classroom use. Please keep this page with the packet,
so the next teacher can see where the story came from.

More where this came from

If this short lesson worked for your class, our full workbooks go further with the same
care:

= Complete units with student and teacher editions
= Worked solutions for every exercise
= Standards-aligned, classroom-tested, print-ready

See the full lessons at 3andB.com

© 2026 3andB Inc.
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