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The Solar System 

The Solar System is the gravitationally bound system comprising the Sun and the 
objects that orbit it, either directly or indirectly.  Of those objects that orbit the Sun 
directly, the largest eight are the planets, with the remainder being smaller objects, 
such as dwarf planets and small Solar System bodies. Of the objects that orbit the 
Sun indirectly, the moons, two are larger than the smallest planet, Mercury.  

The Solar System formed 4.6 billion years ago.  The vast majority of the system's 
mass is in the Sun, with the majority of the remaining mass contained in Jupiter. The 
four smaller inner planets, Mercury, Venus, Earth and Mars, are terrestrial planets, 
being primarily composed of rock and metal. The four outer planets are giant 
planets, being substantially more massive than the terrestrials. The two largest, 
Jupiter and Saturn, are gas giants, being composed mainly of hydrogen and helium; 
the two outermost planets, Uranus and Neptune, are ice giants. 

The Solar System also contains smaller objects.  The asteroid belt, which lies 
between the orbits of Mars and Jupiter, mostly contains objects composed of rock 
and metal.  

 

The Earth  

Earth is the third planet from the Sun and the only object in the Universe known to 
harbor life. Earth was formed over 4 billion years ago.  

Earth's gravity interacts with other objects in space, especially the Sun and the 
Moon, Earth's only natural satellite.  

Earth revolves around the Sun in 365.26 days, 
a period known as an Earth year. During this 
time, Earth rotates about its axis about 366.26 
times. 

Earth's axis of rotation is tilted, producing 
seasonal variations on the planet's surface.  

About 71% of Earth's surface is covered with 
water, mostly by oceans. The remaining 29% is 
land consisting of continents and islands that 
together have many lakes, rivers and other 
sources of water.   
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Draw a line to link each planet to its name below: 
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The Moon  

The Moon is an astronomical body that orbits planet Earth, being Earth's only 
permanent natural satellite. It is the fifth-largest natural satellite in the Solar System, 
and the largest among planetary satellites relative to the size of the planet that it 
orbits (its primary). Following Jupiter's satellite Io, the Moon is second-densest 
satellite among those whose densities are known. 

The Moon is thought to 
have formed about 
4.51 billion years ago, 
not long after Earth. 
The most widely 
accepted explanation 
is that the Moon 
formed from the debris 
left over after a giant 
impact between Earth 
and a Mars-sized body 
called Theia. 

The Soviet Union's 
Luna programme was 
the first to reach the 
Moon with unstaffed 
spacecraft in 1959; the 
United States' NASA 
Apollo program 
achieved the only 
staffed missions to 
date, beginning with 
the first staffed lunar 
orbiting mission by 

Apollo 8 in 1968, and six staffed lunar landings between 1969 and 1972, with the first 
being Apollo 11. These missions returned lunar rocks which have been used to 
develop a geological understanding of the Moon's origin, internal structure, and later 
history.  

Since the Apollo 17 mission in 1972, the Moon has been visited only by unstaffed 
spacecraft. 
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Tides 

The gravitational pull of the moon tugs on the surface of the ocean until its surface 

mounds up and outward in the direction of the moon. When the mound of water has 

reached its highest point it is called high tide.   So basically when the moon is closest 

to the Earth in its orbit the gravitational pull is greater so we get a high tide.  On the 

sides of the Earth away from the moon, the ocean is being pulled away (in the 

direction of the moons position) so we get a low tide. 

The moon appears 

to rotate around the 

earth each day, 

however it is the 

earth’s rotation that 

gives this 

appearance. The 

moon actually 

orbits the earth 

every 27.3 days.   

 

 

 

 

The length of time that it takes for the earth to rotate around so that the moon and be 

back in the same position is actually a little over a normal 24 hour day. It is 24 hours 

and 50 minutes.  That’s why the tidal cycle starts approximately 50 minutes later 

each day. 

Satellites 

In context of spaceflight, a satellite is an 

artificial object which has been intentionally 

placed into orbit. Such objects are sometimes 

called artificial satellites to distinguish them 

from natural satellites such as Earth's Moon. 

Satellites are used for many purposes. 

Common types include military and civilian 

Earth observation satellites, communications 

satellites, navigation satellites, weather 

satellites, and space telescopes. Space 

stations and human spacecraft in orbit are 

also satellites.   

The Goddard Space Flight Center's lists 2,271 satellites currently in orbit. Russia has 

the most satellites currently in orbit, with 1,324 satellites, followed by the U.S. with 

658.   
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International Space Station 

The International Space Station (ISS) is a space station, or a habitable artificial 
satellite, in low Earth orbit. Its first component launched into orbit in 1998, and the 
ISS is now the largest human-made body in low Earth orbit and can often be seen 
with the naked eye from Earth.  The ISS consists of pressurised modules, external 
trusses, solar arrays, and other components. ISS components have been launched 
by Russian Proton and Soyuz rockets, and American Space Shuttles. 

The ISS serves as a microgravity and space environment research laboratory in 
which crew members conduct experiments in biology, human biology, physics, 
astronomy, meteorology, and other fields. The station is suited for the testing of 
spacecraft systems and equipment required for missions to the Moon and Mars.   
The ISS maintains an orbit with an altitude of approximately 370 km above the planet  
and completes 15.54 orbits of the Earth per day. 

The current ISS is the ninth space station to be inhabited by crews, following the 
Soviet and later Russian Salyut, Almaz, and Mir stations as well as Skylab from the 
US. The station has been continuously occupied for 17 years since the arrival of 
Expedition 1 on 2 November 2000. This is the longest continuous human presence 
in low Earth orbit, having surpassed the previous record of 9 years and 357 days 
held by Mir.  

It has been visited by astronauts, cosmonauts and space tourists from 17 different 
nations. 
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Quick Quiz 

What is the approximate age of the Earth?   ………………………………… 

What year did the last man set foot on the Moon?        ………………………………… 

Explain how the moon creates a high tide?   ……………………………………………. 

………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

Which Country has the greatest number of satellites in orbit around the Earth and 
how many do they have? 

……………………………………………………………………………………………….... 

What height is the orbit of the International Space Station above the earth? 

……………………………………………………………………………………………….... 

What two different types of satellites are there?    

……………………………………………………………………………………………….... 

Why do the times of high and low tide change every day?  ……………………………. 

……………………………………………………………………………………………….... 

……………………………………………………………………………………………….... 

Complete the table below: 

Planet Type 

Earth Terrestrial 

Jupiter  

Mars  

Mercury  

Neptune  

Saturn  

Uranus Ice Giant 

Venus  

What percentage of the Earth is covered with water?    ………………………………… 

Which country successfully reached the moon first?    ………………………………… 

How many people make up the standard crew on the International Space Station? 

…………………………………………………    …………………………………………… 


