
History of the solar system

Literacy links

Equipment

• Creating a PowerPoint presentation to   
  describe how ideas have changed over time
• Using bullet points to summarise key ideas   
  and evidence
• Creating a script to go with the PowerPoint       
  in preparation for sharing findings with an 
  audience

• Set of research cards – changing ideas about  
   the solar system
• Materials for making notes

To identify the scientific evidence that has been 
used to support or refute different ideas about 
the solar system.

• Geocentric • Heliocentric • Planets • Telescope
• Models • Decelerate • Observations • Ellipse
• Orbit • Landers • Orbiters

Learning objective

Key words

Scenario

Our understanding of the solar system and 
beyond has changed over the centuries and 
continues to change on a regular basis. You have 
been asked to create a presentation to be given to 
the whole school in World Space Week to explain 
how our ideas have changed over time and what 
evidence has helped improve our understanding 
of our place in the universe. 

Maths skills

• Identifying how mathematical patterns have       

  been used to draw conclusions about how   

  things are in the solar system

• Using shape vocabulary to describe models of 

  the solar system

+

To describe the movement of the Earth and other 
planets relative to the Sun in the solar system

To describe the Sun, Earth and Moon as 
approximately spherical bodies

NC statutory requirements KS2

Researching how ideas have changed over time 
using secondary sources of information

Using appropriate scientific language to 
communicate findings

Presenting findings as a presentation to an 
audience

Working scientifically

•

•

•

•

•



History of the solar system - teaching notes

Background science

Since the earliest times, humans have made 
observations of the night sky. These observations, 
particularly of the Earth, Moon, Sun and planets 
(visible to the naked eye), led to the development 
of models to explain the movement of these 
natural satellites. Ideas about the solar system 
have been developing for thousands of years. 
Our knowledge has grown as the technology has 
developed to give more detailed observations 
and measurements – from the sextant and the 
astrolabe, to the first telescopes; to bigger and 
better telescopes and then orbiters and landers 
that we have launched into the solar system. In 
this enquiry, children will consider just a few of the 
significant contributions to our understanding of 
the universe. Links with everyday life

Practical work – making a telescope

Research new and current enquiries to find out 
which methods astronauts and astrophysicists 
are using to find out more today (Rosetta Mission, 
New Horizons or the James Webb Space 
Telescope)

Find out about careers in the space Industry – 
perhaps get an interesting visitor to come and talk 
about their work

The telescope was a pivotal discovery in the 
development of our ideas about the solar system. 
It provided vital evidence to prove that the 
geocentric (Earth-centred) model was wrong.
Simple telescopes can be constructed from a pair 
of convex lenses and some cardboard tubes or 
you can purchase low cost kits with everything 
you need.

Create a timeline to show how our ideas about 
the solar system have changed over time

Develop a practical aspect to this project by 
making working refracting telescopes, linking 
with learning about light

Method

Each group is given a set of research cards to 
help them learn how ideas have changed over 
time. Provide a variety of materials for children 
to make their notes – paper, post-it notes and 
a variety of pens.

Children work in teams to make notes about 
each key event focusing on the 5W͛s – Who? 
What? When? Where? Why?

For each idea, children should be encouraged 
to identify the evidence that supports it.

Where people have disagreed with ideas, 
children should identify the evidence that 
refutes the idea.

Children then work in pairs to turn their notes 
into a PowerPoint presentation: How ideas 
about the solar system have changed over 
time? Children can also prepare their script 
for what they will say when they deliver their 
presentation.

Tell the children that Copernicus is another 
important scientist who could appear on the 
Earth and space research cards. Can they 
make a card about him? 

Children give their presentations to the class.
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History of the solar system – outcomes



Remembering Analysing

•  How many planets are there in the solar system?

•  Name the planets in order.

•  What is the heaviest object in the solar system?

• How many different ways can you group the planets?

Understanding
Evaluating

Applying
Creating

• Why do planets stay in orbit?

• Why don’͛t planets fall towards the Sun?

• Who, in your opinion, played the most significant role in 

  developing our current model of the solar system? 

• Imagine you are Galileo, how would you argue your case    

  to the Catholic Church?

• How would you explain why Jupiter has more moons   

  orbiting it than any other planet?

• What would happen to the Earth͛’s orbit if it started     

   travelling faster/slower? 

• If you had access to all the resources in the world, what 

  would you do to find out more about the solar system?

• What ‘big questions’ do we still need answers to? 

History of the solar system - Bloom’s taxonomy question bank


