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Planets	
What	is	a	planet?	

Planets1	 are	 bodies	 in	 space,	 named	 for	 their	 movement	

through	the	night	sky.	Ancient	Greeks	called	them	“planetes”,	

which	 means	 “wanderers”.	 They	 called	 our	 moon	 and	 Sun	

planets	 as	 well	 as	 some	 of	 the	 objects	 we	 know	 as	 planets	

today.	 They	 could	 not	 see	 Uranus	 or	 Neptune	 and	 they	 did	

not	 think	 of	 Earth	 as	 a	 planet.	 Since	 then,	 we	 have	 learned	 many	 things	 about	 these	 space	

wanderers.	Today,	to	be	a	planet,	a	space	body	must	follow	these	four	rules:		

1. They	must	have	 their	 own	gravity	 that	must	be	 strong	enough	 to	make	 them	spherical2	

(ball-shaped).		

2. They	must	orbit3	(travel	around)	a	star.		

3. They	cannot	be	a	moon	of	another	space	body.		

4. They	 cannot	 share	 their	 orbit4	 (the	 path	 they	 travel	 around	 their	 star)	 with	 any	 other	

objects.		

Beyond	our	solar	system	are	many	likely	planets,	called	

exoplanets	for	now.	Some	might	even	have	life.	

What	are	the	different	types	of	planets?		

	

	

 
1 Planets: bodies in space, named for their movement through the night sky. 
2 Spherical: ball-shaped. 
3 Orbit (verb): travel around. 
4 Orbit (noun): the path traveled around a star. 

Did You Know? 

All of the planets, except for 
Uranus and Neptune, can be 

seen with the naked eye.   
 

Each	planet	is	spherical	and	orbits	the	Sun	



 

  

The	planets	of	our	solar	system	

There	are	eight	planets	in	our	solar	system:	Mercury,	Venus,	Earth,	Mars,	Jupiter,	Saturn,	Uranus,	

and	Neptune.	Until	 2006,	we	 thought	we	had	nine	planets,	 but	 the	ninth,	 Pluto,	 shares	 its	 orbit	

with	other	objects.	Mercury,	Venus,	Earth,	and	Mars	are	terrestrial	planets,	while	Jupiter,	Saturn,	

Uranus,	and	Neptune	are	gas	giants.	

Mercury	 is	 the	 planet	 closest	 to	 the	 sun	 and	 the	 smallest	

planet	 in	 our	 solar	 system.	 Its	 temperature	 can	 change	 by	

over	 1,000oF	 (530oC)	 between	 day	 and	 night.	 A	 day	 on	

Mercury	 lasts	59	Earth	days.	A	year	on	Mercury	 is	only	88	

days.	 Mercury	 has	 double	 sunrises	 and	 sunsets	 (the	 sun	

rises,	 then	 sets,	 then	 rises	 again	 and	 sets	 twice,	 too).	

Mercury	has	a	very	thin	atmosphere	and	no	water.	Because	of	this	thin	atmosphere,	meteors	don’t	

burn	up	on	entry,	so	the	surface	of	Mercury	is	covered	in	craters.	

Venus	is	the	second	planet	from	the	sun	and	the	hottest	planet	in	our	solar		

	

Earth,	the	third	planet	from	the	sun,	is	the	largest	terrestrial	planet,	and	the	

only	planet	in	the	solar	system	known	to	be	able	to	support	life.	It	is	also	the	

only	planet	not	named	after	a	Greek	or	Roman	god.	Most	of	Earth’s	surface	is	

covered	 in	 water.	 97%	 of	 our	 water	 is	 in	 the	 oceans.	 Our	 atmosphere	

protects	the	planet	from	meteoroids	as	well	as	radiation	from	the	sun.	One	

day	on	Earth	 is	 23.9	hours.	One	 year	 on	Earth	 lasts	 365.25	days,	which	 is	

why	 every	 four	 years,	 a	 day	 is	 added	 to	 our	 calendar.	 Because	 of	 Earth’s	 23.4-degree	 tilt,	 we	

experience	 four	seasons.	Which	season	we	experience	at	any	one	 time	depends	on	whether	our	

Earth	is	the	only	planet	
known	to	have	life.	

Mercury	is	the	closest	planet	to	the	sun.	

Venus	is	the	hottest	planet.	



 

  

hemisphere	 is	 tilted	 toward	 or	 away	 from	 the	 sun.	 Earth	 is	 the	 only	 planet	 to	 have	 one	moon.	

Earth	is	the	fifth	largest	planet,	and	our	moon	is	the	fifth	largest	moon	in	the	solar	system.	

Mars	is	the	fourth	planet	from	the	sun,	the	second	smallest		

	

Jupiter	is	the	fifth	planet	from	the	sun	and	the	largest	in	our	solar	system.	

In	fact,	 it	would	take	a	line	of	11	Earths	to	span	Jupiter.	Jupiter’s	red	spot	

alone,	a	giant	storm	that	has	lasted	over	300	years,	could	hold	three	Earths.	

Jupiter	is	the	next	brightest	object	in	the	night	sky	after	Venus.	It	has	three	

faint	 rings	 and	 sixty-seven	moons.	 One	 of	 Jupiter’s	moons,	 Ganymede,	 is	

the	 largest	moon	 in	 the	 solar	 system,	 larger	 than	Mercury.	 Because	 it	 is	

tilted	only	3.13	degrees	on	its	axis,	it	does	not	have	seasons.	One	day	on	Jupiter	lasts	for	9	hours	

and	55	minutes,	 the	shortest	of	any	planet	 in	 the	solar	system.	One	Jupiter	year	 is	equivalent	 to	

11.86	Earth	years.		

Saturn,	 the	sixth	planet	from	the	sun	is	the	second	largest	planet	in	

the	solar	system.	 It	has	very	 large	and	visible	rings	made	of	 ice	and	

dust	and	one	hundred	and	fifty	frozen	moons,	one	of	which	may	have	

an	 ocean	 beneath	 its	 surface.	 Titan,	 one	 of	 Saturn’s	 moons,	 is	 the	

second	 largest	moon	 in	 the	 solar	 system.	 The	winds	 on	 Saturn	 are	

faster	 than	 those	on	any	other	planet	 (1800	km/hr;	1100	miles/hr)	

and	it	has	oval-shaped	storms	similar	to	those	seen	on	Jupiter.	Its	tilt	is	similar	to	that	of	Earth	at	

26.73	degrees,	so	it	also	has	seasons.	These	seasons	aren’t	very	different,	though,	because	it	is	so	

far	away	from	the	sun.	A	Saturn	day	lasts	10	hours	and	34	minutes.	A	year	on	Saturn	is	equal	to	

29.4	years	on	Earth.	

	

Mars	is	called	"the	Red	Planet."	

Jupiter	is	the	largest	planet.	

Saturn	has	very	visible	rings.	



 

  

Uranus	 is	 the	 seventh	 planet	 from	 the	 sun	 and	 the	 coldest	 in	 our	 solar	

system.	It	has	13	rings	and	27	moons.	One	day	on	Uranus	lasts	17	hours	and	

14	minutes.	One	year	on	Uranus	is	84	Earth	years.	For	a	quarter	of	this	time,	

half	of	the	planet	gets	full	sun	and	the	other	half	is	completely	dark.	This	is	

because	 it’s	 extremely	 tilted	 -	 97.77	 degrees	 –	 which	

may	have	been	caused	by	a	past	collision	with	an	Earth-

sized	planet.	Like	Venus,	it	also	rotates	clockwise.		

Neptune	is	the	eighth	planet	from	the	sun.	It	is	the	windiest	planet	in	the		

	

	

	

	

	 	

Uranus	is	the	coldest	
planet.	

Neptune	is	the	farthest	
planet	from	the	sun.	



 

  

Reading	Comprehension	Questions:	

1. What	is	a	planet?	

2. What		

3. How		

4. Why	is	Pluto	no	longer	considered	to	be	a	planet?	

5. List	the		

6. Which		

7. Which	planet	is	the	smallest	and	which	is	the	largest	in	our	solar	system?		

Extension	Questions:	

8. Create	a	phrase	or	other	way	to	remember	the	order	of	the	planets	from	the	sun.		

9. What	features	of		
	
To	answer	question	10,	please	refer	to	this	website	and	enter	your	weight	in	pounds	-	
https://www.exploratorium.edu/ronh/weight/		
	

10. How	would	your	weight	change	if	you	travelled	to	different	planets?	Create	a	chart	that	

compares	your	weight	on	the	8	different	planets.	What	is	the	reason	for	this	difference	in	

weight?		

	 	



 

  

Reading	Comprehension	Questions	-	KEY	
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