A Teacher’s Guide to

DISCOVER THE PLANETS

Presented by the
Cernan Earth and Space Center
Triton College
River Grove, Illinois

  
    


                
               
               
         

     
               
                
          
              
                
               
               
               
         
              
            
               
              
               
                 
             
    
               
              
              
               
               
             

                
                
           
                    
          

   
                  
    

             
                 
               
      

              
                 
                     
                
                 
               
   

               
                
                 
                 
              
      

             
                
          

             
                   
                 


   
      
                    
              
                
      




               
                   
                  
               
                
    

            
                 
              
                
                 
                   
                 
          

           
                   
                  
             

       
     


    

            
         
               

             
            
   

   
                 
 

    
                 
              
                 
               
                   
              
      

   
                  
                  
                
   

  
               
                
             

  
              
                 
     

  
                 
     

  
               
                 
             

 
                 
        

 
                   
                 
                 
              

 
               

  
             
         

   
               
             
 

 
               
                 


              
             
              
               

                
    
                
             
       

Discover the Planets
This is the Cernan Center program that you made a reservation to see. Below is some basic
information about the show that should help you prepare your class for their upcoming visit.
Show title:
Grade Level:
Length:

Discover the Planets
3rd grade and up
50 minutes

Summary of show:
Discover the Planets is an exciting survey of the planets and other major members of the solar
system. With the conclusion of the Voyager spacecraft missions to the outer planets in the late
1980’s, we now have close-up images of all the planets except for Pluto. Discover the Planets
reveals the unique nature of each of these worlds through the latest spacecraft images, computersimulated video clips, special effects, and imaginative planetary panoramas. The program also
describes how the sun and planets formed, the orbits of both the inner and outer planets, the origins
of the planet names, what comets and asteroids are, how far the solar system may extend beyond
Pluto, and speculations about finding planets around other star systems.
Discover the Planets is an excellent supplement to your classroom solar system unit. It can be
used as an introduction to the unit, or a dazzling finale in which the words they have read about and
seen in books come to life in our dome theater.
After the prerecorded portion of the program has concluded, the show operator will use the star
projector to show audiences the planets that are currently visible in the night sky. Viewers are then
encouraged to look in the real sky on a clear night to find the planets that were identified in the
planetarium sky. If time permits, a brief question-and-answer period follows the live portion of the
presentation.

Pre-visit Preparation:
Like all the dome theater shows presented at the Cernan Center, no preparations are needed for
students to enjoy and learn from their visit. If, however, you would like to conduct some pre-visit
class discussions, you can start by using information contained in the “Summary of Show” and/or the
“Post-visit Activities” sections of this Teacher’s Guide.

Post-visit Activities:
After your visit to the Cernan Center, you may wish to discuss one or more of the following
topics with your class, or perhaps have your students research the topics themselves and prepare a
report or oral presentation.








Once each month, the Cernan Center sponsors a Monthly Skywatch program on a Saturday night,
which discusses the current night sky and what can be observed. Afterwards, the public is invited
to look through telescopes set up on the front lawn of the Cernan Center (weather permitting) to
observe for themselves the visible planets, craters on the moon, and other celestial objects. If
students don’t have access to a telescope, they can always attend a Monthly Skywatch to look
through ours. For upcoming dates, please call the Cernan Center at (708) 583-3100 or visit us
online at www.triton.edu/cernan and click on “Monthly Skywatch” located on the left
navigation bar.
NASA has a tremendous amount of educational materials on the planets and planetary
explorations that is available to educators. Please refer to the Teacher Resource Pages in the back
of this guide.
Have your class draw or construct each planet to the same scale. This will allow your students to
get an idea how immense the planets Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus and Neptune are compared with the
other planets, including earth.
Another exercise can be done by building a simple scale model of the planetary orbits, showing
the relative distances between the planets. You’ll be amazed how much farther away the outer
planets are compared with the inner planets.

Mercury
Venus
Earth
Mars
Jupiter
Saturn
Uranus
Neptune
Pluto

S
3,031
7,521
7,926
4,217
88,844
74,900
31,764
30,777
1,429

D
0.387
0.723
1.000
1.524
5.203
9.529
19.232
30.135
39.807

S = Diameter (size) of the planet in miles
D = Average distance of the planet in astronomical units. One astronomical unit is the average
distance between the earth and the sun, which is about 93 million miles.





Students could learn about today’s modern high-tech telescopes, including innovative groundbased designs such as the Keck Telescope, as well as the space-based Hubble Space Telescope
and unmanned space probes. What are the pros and cons of exploring the universe with each?
What are some of the upcoming planetary missions? What spacecraft (if any) are on their way to
a planet? Which ones are scheduled to be launched soon? What will we learn from these new
missions that we didn’t learn from earlier missions?



Would any of your students like to be the “Christopher Columbus” of the solar system and be the
first person to set foot on another world? One long-range goal is a manned mission to Mars. How
difficult would that be? How long would it take? Why would we want to do it? Would you want
to go?



You can do a “Planet Earth” unit in which students realize our planet is just one of nine circling
the sun. How big is earth compared with the other planets? How does our surface temperature
compare? Our atmosphere? The length of our year and day? Why is there life on earth but not on
any other planet we know of?

How many moons are there in the Solar System?

The number of planetary moons that have been discovered in our own solar system is
constantly changing, due largely to the fact that our telescopes and observational
techniques keep improving. As of February, 2004, the total number of moons in the
solar system stands at 137, distributed through the solar system as follows:
Mercury
Venus
Earth
Mars
Jupiter
Saturn
Uranus
Neptune
Pluto

0
0
1
2
62
31
27
13
1

For the most current number of planetary moons, please visit Moons of the Solar
System, which is maintained by the Planetary Society. You can find this webpage
online at http://www.planetary.org/learn/solarsystem/moons.html.

  
            
               
              
              
 

   
              
         
          

            
            
           
           

           
         
     
            
             
              
           

           
     
   
  
 

  
    
     
           
   





         
  
  
   
  
 
 

         

  
  
  
  
 
 

          
   
  
 
  
   
 

        
  
  
    
  
 
 
               
               
       



 
               
         

               
          

   
 

 


   
 
   
 
   
  
  
  
 

 

     
  
  
 

  
 
 
  
 

 

               
               
       

