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Earth and the Solar System

Brief #4: Other Objects in the Solar System

If you had been in elementary school

Focug 10 years ago, you would have learned Vocabulary
Our solaf*f‘ that there was a ninth planet in our
i . solar system called Pluto. In 2006, 1. asteroids
2 51;6!11 e fu"o{: : Pluto was reclassified as a dwarf ‘
. - 2. asteroid belt
of objects. . o @ pomet
i W Our solar system is filled with objects 4., comet nucleus
other than planets, the sun, and moons. 5. comet coma
And sometimes, these objects even .
.. 6. comet tail
come to visit us here on Earth! ', w/

¥

@ Asteroids

Asteroids are chunks of rock that orbit the sun in an elliptical path. Asteroids can be as
can be as small as a fist or as large as hundreds of miles in diameter. The asteroid belt is a
large collection of these rocks that is located between Mars and Jupiter. Scientists
estimate that there are about 100,000 asteroids in the asteroid belt.

@ Comets

Like asteroids, comets also orbit the
sun. But comets are made of different
matter. A comet is a mass of ice and
dust. Comets travel very long
distances. Scientists believe that
comets come from areas in our solar
system beyond Neptune. The orbit of
comets can range from a few years to
thousands of years because their paths
are so long.

nucleus
The center or core of a comet is called a nucleus. It is made of frozen water, gas, and
dust. Scientists often refer to this part of a comet as a dirty snowball.

Surrounding the nucleus is the coma. The coma of a comet is a cloud of dust and gas ths
has evaporated. It produces a kind of halo effect around the nucleus.

“  Finally, the most distinct part of a comet is its tail. The
Fast Fact tail of a comet is a visible stream of vaporized dust, icg
and gas that extends out from the comet. The tail of a
comet can be millions of miles long and always faces awi
from the sun.

Halley's Comet will next
visit our inner solar
system in 2062.
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CLOSE ENCOUNTERS
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If you encountered a moving object in space, would you know what you've run into? (Or what

H has run into you?) Do you know the difference between a comet and a coma, an asteroid and a
I meteoroid, a meteor and a meteorite? For each of these descriptions, what is it that you’ve run
o into when you’ve encountered . . .

-

the solid portion of a comet?

a briefly visible meteor?

a meteor that strikes Earth’s surface?
the largest asteroid ever found?

long streaks of bright light caused when a
meteoroid gets close to the ground as it’s burning up?

the large halo made of dust and gas that forms around
the nucleus of a comet when it gets close to the sun?

a group of objects orbiting between Mars and Jupiter?
one of several heavenly bodies named for their discoverers?
a mass of frozen gases, cosmic dust, and rocky particles? ‘ |
a meteoroid that has reached Earth’s atmosphere? "

fragments of matter similar in composition to planets
that orbit the sun?

small fragments of matter (not asteroids)
orbiting the sun?

a space curiosity that returns to Earth’s view
approximately every 76 years?

And, can you answer these?

14. What do comets orbit?
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‘ 15. Where does a comet’s tail point?

| 16. What shape is a comet’s path?
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