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Speeding Through the Sky: How Fast Do Meteors Travel? 
Have you ever gazed up at the night sky and marveled at the 
sight of a shooting star? These streaks of light, known as 
meteors, can be incredibly fast-moving celestial objects. But 
just how fast do meteors travel, and what factors influence 
their incredible speeds? 

Meteors: Cosmic Speedsters 

Meteors, often called "shooting stars," are small celestial 
objects that enter Earth's atmosphere from space. They are 

typically remnants of comets, asteroids, or other space debris. As they plunge through 
the atmosphere, they create streaks of light that we observe from the ground. 

Velocity Factors 

The speed of a meteor can vary widely depending on several factors: 

• Meteoroid Size: Smaller meteoroids tend to be slowed down more by the 
atmosphere, while larger ones maintain higher speeds. This is because smaller 
meteoroids have a greater surface area relative to their mass, causing more air 
resistance. 

• Entry Angle: The angle at which a meteoroid enters the atmosphere can 
significantly affect its speed. A steeper entry angle results in a higher velocity, while 
a shallower angle results in a slower speed. Steeper angles allow meteoroids to 
penetrate the atmosphere more quickly. 

• Earth's Location: The speed of meteors can also be influenced by Earth's location 
in its orbit. When our planet is moving in the same direction as the meteoroid, it 
encounters less resistance, allowing the meteoroid to maintain a higher speed. 

Impressive Velocities 

Typically, meteors enter Earth's atmosphere at speeds ranging from 25 to 160,000 miles 
per hour (40 to 257,500 kilometers per hour). That's incredibly fast! To put it in perspective, 
the average cruising speed of a commercial airliner is around 560 miles per hour (900 
kilometers per hour), making meteors many times faster. 

Meteor Showers 

During meteor showers, when multiple meteors can be seen in a short time span, these 
impressive speeds are on full display. As Earth passes through the debris left behind by a 
comet or asteroid, the meteoroids within the debris trails enter the atmosphere and 
create a spectacular show. The meteors in a meteor shower can vary in speed, but they 
all share the common trait of moving swiftly through the sky. 

The Role of Velocity 

A meteor's velocity plays a crucial role in determining its brightness and how long it 
remains visible. Faster-moving meteors often produce more intense and longer-lasting 
streaks of light. These swift meteors can leave a vivid trail across the night sky that is a 
sight to behold. 


