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Solar System Mystery 
The Next Generation of Science Standards (NGSS) makes an appealing case for 
children, as young as in Kindergarten, to engage in activities related to our place in 
the universe. Such core ideas, grounded in astronomy, encourage children to become 
careful observers and find patterns about our planet Earth and beyond. Bellow is a 
picture that summarizes the standards for first grade.  
This picture was taken copied directly from the standards publication. Please visit 
the primary source of information for more details. www.nextgenscience.org 

  
In order for young children to develop an understanding of the patterns as outlined 
by NGSS they must first learn their place in the solar system. Hence, the simple 
instructional plan outlined in this document places children on Earth (implicitly) an 
emphasizes an abstract concept of distances between planets in the solar system. 
It also stemmed from the motivation to make others aware that there are a 
significant number of teaching materials available on the internet and in print (free 
and paid) that show the solar system with equidistant distances between planets. 
Such idea is incorrect, harmful to the scientific growth of a child, and an impediment 
to scientific literacy in our community.  
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Suggested Instructional Sequence 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Parent/Teacher Led: 

1. Invite children to the lesson and show the picture of the solar system.  
2. Prompt children to describe what they observe and gently guide them to point out 

that the distance between planets appear to be the same, regardless of the planets. 
3. “Reveal” the purpose of the lesson/activity. They get to be Science Detectives! 

Note: We recommend making this fun by inviting children to dress up using their 
interpretation of a science detective. Then, repeat the goal: Is this picture correct 
or incorrect?  

4. Show the data table and discuss how a long distance has been sacled. The table scaled 
10,000,000 miles to 1 inch. Demonstrate how to measure and mark the Sun as the 
starting point (0 inches) and then transition to adding Mercury on the 
machine/calculator paper. Continue this process until all the planets have been 
measured and included in the model. 

5. Discuss the model and answer together the main question.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

Materials 
• Picture (included in this document) 
• Data Table (included in this document) 
• Adding machine/calculator paper roll 
• Ruler 
• Pencil 

For the independent child: 
• Instruction card 
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Independent Child: 
1. Print out the picture and data table. 
2. Place the materials in a bin or tray for the child to have everything accessible and 

ready for use. 
3. Invite the child to conduct the detective work independently. 
4. Discuss with the child the results of his/her “detective work” 

Note: For a more challenging lesson invite your child to use a reliable source of 
information to determine the distance between planets and then create their own 
scale. 
Note: For families/teachers that choose this option, a single task card is provided 
in this document as well. 
 
Visuals 
Lesson prepared for the independent child. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



© Copyright Chillax Science, 2020   5 

Example of Measurements on Adding Machine Paper 
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Is this picture correct or incorrect?  
What’s your evidence? 
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Note: Use the information in the table below to construct a model of the distance 
(to scale) of each planet to the Sun. If a child is completing this “mystery” 
independently, simply print, cut this data table, and include in the materials. 
 

Data Table 
Celestial Body Number of Inches 

from the Sun 
Number of Inches 

from planet 
Sun 0 inches 0 inches 
Mercury 3.6 inches 3.6 inches 
Venus 6.7 inches 3.1 inches 
Earth 9.3 inches 2.6 inches 
Mars 14.1 inches 4.8 inches 
Jupiter 48.4 inches 34.3 inches 
Saturn 88.7 inches 40.3 inches 
Neptune 280 inches 86.4 inches 
*Data from Montana University 
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Instructional Card for Independent Work 
 
Suggestion: Print, laminate, and cut card. Include with other materials.  
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Dear Science Detective, 
Astronomers at the NASA Kennedy 

Space Center have come into contact 
with a suspicious picture of the solar 

system. We need YOUR help!  
Please use the data that our 

astronomers have collected and let 
us know if this picture is correct.  

MISSION 


