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The reason for the seasons

While revolving around the sun, Earth rotates on its axis 
at the same time. The Earth’s axis is tilted at an angle of 
23,5°. It is because of this tilt that we have seasons.

The 23,5° angle of Earth’s axis causes the direct rays of 
the sun to fall on different latitudes as the planet moves 
around the sun. It is hottest where the sun is directly 
overhead. The direct rays of the sun move between the 
Tropic of Capricorn at 23,5°S and the Tropic of Cancer  
at 23,5°N. 

Look at the drawing of the Earth’s revolution around the 
sun and note that: 

• Earth’s axis is always at the same angle and does
not change as we orbit the sun. In other words, the
northern hemisphere is tilted toward the sun for half of
the year and away from the sun for the other half of the
year. The same is true of the southern hemisphere. In
this drawing, you will see that north appears to tilt to
the right and south to the left.

• The spring and autumn equinox pictures are drawn
above and below the sun. Because Earth moves around
the sun on a yat plane, they should be drawn behind and
in front of it. But then they would block each other out!

Planet Earth takes a year or 365¼ days to travel or revolve around the sun. To 

cover this enormous distance, it has to move at a speed of 110 000 km per hour! 

Every fourth year, an extra day is added to our calendar to take care of those 

extra ¼ days in Earth’s orbit around the sun. This is when we have a leap year 

with 29 days in February. 

The globe: Earth’s revolution around the sun

At winter solstice the
sun’s rays fall directly 
on the Tropic of Cancer. 
This is on 20 or 21 June 
and is the shortest 
day of the year in the 
southern hemisphere. It 
is summer in the northern 
hemisphere. 

At equinox Earth’s axis is
in line with the sun. The 
sun’s rays fall directly onto 
the equator. Both the 
northern and southern 
hemispheres get the 
same amount of sunlight. 
Autumn equinox in the 
southern hemisphere is
around 20 March. 

At summer solstice
the sun’s direct rays fall 
directly onto the Tropic of 
Capricorn. This is on 21 or 
22 December and is the 
longest day of the year in 
the southern hemisphere. 
It is winter solstice in the 
northern hemisphere. 

Spring equinox is on 22
or 23 September. Days 
and nights are of equal 
length (12 hours each) 
around the globe. It is 
autumn equinox in the 
northern hemisphere. 

Note
When it is summer solstice in the southern 

hemisphere, the sun never sets at the South Pole, 

and the North Pole has 24 hours of darkness. 

Explore
http://spaceplace.nasa.gov/seasons/en/ 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=svvwv5oAf4I

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=evWeRHMwSu0

Earth’s place in the solar system 

Earth is one of eight planets in our solar system. Can you 
name the other seven planets? These planets are in orbit 
around the sun, which is at the centre of our solar system. 
The sun is a massive ball of exploding gas. It is one of 
more than 100 billion stars in the Milky Way, and by far 
the largest object in our solar system. 

q This picture shows the planets in a
row and very close to one another. In
reality, they are much further apart and
spaced differently around the sun.
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