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You’ve probably noticed that the Moon is always changing shape. Sometimes it is full, at other times it 
is just a thin sliver of silver light. It is all to do with the way the Moon moves around (orbits) the Earth.
     The Moon is the only natural object (not counting all the satellites and space stations we’ve blasted 
into space) that moves around the Earth. All the other planets move around the Sun. Also, the Moon 
always shows the same face to us ‒ the famous ‘Man in the Moon’. This is because the Moon rotates 
on its axis at the same speed as it orbits the Earth, in 27-and-a-half days. So as it moves around the 
Earth, it keeps turning to keep the same face to us. You can try this in the classroom. Ask one of your 
friends to stand in the middle of the room, and then slowly walk around her. As you walk around, ask 
another friend to keep turning you around so you are always facing your friend in the middle (it’s also 
handy to have a friend there to catch you if you get dizzy!).
     Now, even though we always see the same face of the Moon, it does keep pointing a diff erent face 
towards the Sun. Sometimes all the part of the Moon that we can see is illuminated by the Sun. We call 
this a Full Moon. Sometimes only half of the Moon that we can see is lit up by the Sun; this is a half, or 
quarter, Moon. Sometimes none of the part of the Moon that we can see is lit up; this is a New Moon. 
In this case, all the sunlight is on the ‘back’ of the Moon. As the sunlight on the Moon changes, we see 
it change shape from a thin crescent, to a fat gibbous Moon, to Full Moon and back again. We call all 
these diff erent shapes ‘phases’.  Don't confuse them with lunar eclipses! You can follow the phases of 
the Moon on our special planner on page 5!

Why does the Moon change shape?EC
LIPSE!

SOLAR ECLIPSES
By a funny coincidence, the 
Moon is exactly the same size 
as the Sun in the sky. This 
doesn’t mean they are the 
same size in real life; the Moon 
is about 400 times smaller than 
the Sun, but it is also about 
400 times closer to us than the 
Sun, so from our point of view 
they just look the same size. 
As the Moon orbits the Earth, 
occasionally the Moon will pass 
directly in front of the Sun 
and be big enough to cover 
the Sun exactly. When this 
happens, it all goes dark during 
the daytime for a few minutes! 
In other words, part of the 
Earth will be in the Moon’s 
shadow. This only happens 
when the Earth, Moon and Sun 
are perfectly in a line. 
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As the Moon moves around the Earth, it can pass into 
the shadow of the Earth and we get a lunar eclipse. In a 
lunar eclipse, the Moon doesn’t go completely dark like 
in a solar eclipse – instead it often turns blood red! There 
are two lunar eclipses visible from the UK this year: one on 
6 August and another on New Year’s Eve, so that will be a 
great way to end the International Year of Astronomy!

It’s offi cial: the Earth is wonky. No, really! 
The Earth rotates like a spinning 

top, but it rotates at an angle 
– it is tilted by an angle 

of 23.5 degrees. Try 
and measure that on 
your protractor! Now, 
as the Earth moves 
around the Sun, its tilt 
means that one part 

of the Earth is leaning 
over towards the Sun 

more than the other parts. 
The Northern Hemisphere is 

tilted most towards the Sun on 
21st June, and this is the summer 

solstice. The winter solstice, when the 
Northern Hemisphere is tilted most away 

from the Sun, is on 21 December. And when it is 
summer in the Northern Hemisphere, it is winter in the 

Southern Hemisphere, and when it is winter in the Northern 
Hemisphere, it is summer in the Southern Hemisphere.
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