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Our Solar System
Topic:  Introduction to Our Solar System

Objectives
Students will identify the eight planets within our Solar System 
Students will order the eight planets from the Sun

Key Points
The Sun is at the center of the Solar System
There are eight planets in the Solar System, and many smaller dwarf planets
Pluto has been reclassi• ed as a dwarf planet
The Sun is the only star in our Solar System 
Stars seen in the night sky are not part of our Solar System

Vocabulary Words
Solar System Planets Asteroids Sun Star
Neptune Dwarf planet Mercury Venus Earth
Pluto Mars Jupiter Saturn Uranus

Start the Class 
•  There are several ways of starting a unit on the Solar System.  In general, the • rst class is an 

introductory class where you want present the general features of the Solar System—the planets 
and asteroids—and get the class interested in the topic.  There are several ways of achieving this, 
depending on what is available to you and what you prefer.  You should de• nitely show beautiful 
pictures of the entire Solar System to target all those visual learners.  Project the images found in 
this manual’s accompanying disc.

When displaying the image to the right, be sure to tell 
your students to observe the presence of an asteroid 
belt between Mars and Jupiter.  For now, you can 
mention that the asteroid belt contains more than 
40,000 rocks of various sizes and shapes.  Be aware 
that not all images of our Solar System show the as-
teroid belt.  Also note the presence of a comet in this 
particular image.

NASA: Jet Propulsion Laboratory
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•  If you choose to do a KWL worksheet to start this unit, be aware 
there are several misconceptions that children have about space.  
As you have your class discussion, incorrect statements should be 
followed with a positive comment such as, “Well, that is inter-
esting—that is one of the things that we want to • nd out from our 
studies”.

•  One of the ! rst things your students should learn is the order of 
the planets from the Sun.  List them using the images.  It is fun to 
have students make up their own mnemonic to learn the sequence 
of planets, or you can simply use the famous mnemonic below 
(although Pluto is included).  Actually, this might be a good time 
to mention how Pluto has been “demoted” to a dwarf planet.  Be 
sure to write your class mnemonic on the board.  

My Very Educated Mother Just Sold Us Nine Pizzas

Writing integration:  Have the students write the mnemonic in their 
notebooks or journal.

Teaching tip:  None of these images is to scale with respect to dis-
tance from the Sun or the relative size of the planets.  

•  Take the time to project multiple images of the Solar 
System—the more images you show, the better.  Reinforce 
the order of planets by projecting the image below, which 
also shows the three dwarf planets that have been discov-
ered to date in the Solar System.  Tell your class that this 
last image is to scale in respect to the size of the planets 
(but not in distance to the Sun).

Extension:  One of the reasons 
why Pluto was demoted to a 
“dwarf planet” was the discovery 
of Eris, which is actually bigger 
than Pluto (see image to the left).  
There are three dwarf planets that are currently 
recognized, and many more will probably be even-
tually discovered.  The Kuiper belt (beyond Pluto) 
is suspected of having over 200 possible dwarf 
planets.

http://chandra.harvard.edu

NASA/JPL

International Astronomical Union - Wikipedia
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Topic:  The Structure of the Sun

Corona – A hot layer of gases that forms the outer atmosphere of the 
Sun.  The corona is only visible during an eclipse.  Remind the stu-
dents that the Earth has an atmosphere, and so does the sun.  Show 
the image of the Sun with the Moon in front of it (eclipse) for a vivid 
illustration of the corona.

Core – The center of the Sun where the nuclear reactions 
that generate all of the sun’s energy occur.  Project the im-
age at left and review the structural names.  An optional 
demonstration is to take an apple and slice it in half in front 
of your class to show them the core of the apple.

Sunspots – These dark spots on the surface of the Sun are 
very “cool” and their presence is related to the appearance 
of the Northern lights, or aurora borealis on Earth.  Use a 
marker and put some spots on the orange.  Actually, these 
spots are cooler than the rest of the Sun and turn out to be 
huge electromagnetic storms that send out lots of solar en-
ergy.  Project the images shown.  For mysterious reasons, the 
number of sunspots peaks on an 11-year cycle.  

Technology integration:  Search the internet for “sunspots” and “ animation” to produce a list 
of sites that show how the sunspots move along with the rotation of the Sun.

•  The photo below is a NASA ultraviolet image that shows glowing loops of gas erupting around a 
sunspot.  The mechanism of how this occurs in sunspots is not well understood.

You can mention to your class that ancient cultures were 
aware of the existence of sunspots, as under the right con-
ditions, sunspots can be observed with the naked eye.  The 
earliest written record of sunspots was made in 28 BC by 
Chinese astronomers.  Other cultures such as the Aztecs 
and Greeks also appeared to be aware of their existence.  
In 1610, Galileo was the ! rst western astronomer to ob-
serve sunspots through a telescope.

Fact:  In peak conditions, sunspots and solar storms inter-
fere with satellite and cell phone communications.

Wikipedia

NASA

NASA


