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Earth Science Vocabulary List II Astronomy  
	Vocabulary Term
	Definition

	Rotation
	Spinning on an axis.  Earth’s rotation causes day and night. 

 Earth makes one rotation every 24 hours. (15° / hour)

	Revolution
	Orbiting motion around another object.  Earth revolves around the Sun.  Earth makes one revolution every year.

	Axis
	Imaginary line that connects the North Pole to the South Pole.
Earth spins on it’s axis

	Tilt of Earth’s Axis
	Earth’s axis is tilted by 23.5°.
The tilt of the axis is a major cause of the seasons.

	Terminator
	The line that separates daylight from darkness on the Earth.
The terminator will either be experiencing sunrise or sunset.

	Orbit
	Path a planet or moon takes as it orbits around another object.
The shape of all orbits are ellipses (slightly oval)

	Equinox
	Spring or Fall.  (“Equal Night”)
Day when the Sun’s Direct Ray hits the equator.

All locations will have 12 hours of daylight and 12 hours of darkness.

	Solstice
	Summer or Winter  (“Sun Stop”)
Day when the Sun’s Direct Ray hits the Tropic of Capricorn (12/21) or the Tropic of Cancer (6/21)

Longest or shortest period of daylight.  Highest or Lowest angle for the sun.

	Phases of the Moon
	Changing appearance of the moon as seen from Earth.

The Phases of the Moon takes 29.5 days (about a month)

	Waxing
	The moon is becoming more illuminated.

The moon waxes from the New to the Full Moon Phase.

Waxing phases show the illumination on the right.

	Waning
	The moon is becoming less illuminated.

The moon wanes from the Full Moon to the New Moon.

Waning phases show the illumination on the left.

	Crescent
	Phase that is more than 0 % illumination but less than 50 % illuminated.

(Between new and quarter phase)

	Quarter
	Phase that is 50 % illuminated.  

The Earth, Sun, and Moon are at 90 degrees during a quarter phase.

	Gibbous
	Phase that is greater than 50 % illumination but less than 100 %.

(Between quarter and full)

	Full Moon
	100% illumination.

The Earth is between the moon and the Sun.

	New Moon
	0 % illumination.  (No moon is seen)

The moon is between the Earth and the Sun.

	Solar Eclipse
	Happens when the shadow of the moon hits the Earth’s surface.

(happens during the day and the sun is blocked out)

Solar eclipses can only happen during a new moon.

	Lunar Eclipse
	Happens when the shadow of the Earth falls on the Moon’s surface.

(happens at night when the full moon moves through the Earth’s shadow)

Only during a full moon.

	Umbra
	Total shadow found behind a planet or moon.

	Terrestrial Planet
	Inner planet that is smaller, rocky and dense.

Mercury, Venus, Earth and Mars are terrestrial planets.

	Jovian Planet
	Outer gas planet that is lower in density and larger in diameter.

Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus, and Neptune are Jovian planets.

	Asteroid Belt
	Found between the orbits of Mars and Jupiter.

	Solar System
	All of the objects that revolve around the Sun. 

 Includes the planets, moons, asteroids, comets, etc.

	Milky Way Galaxy
	Spiral Galaxy that our Solar System is part of.

The Milky way contains 100 billion stars.  

	Big Bang Theory
	The theory that explains the origin of the Universe.

Idea that all matter and energy in the Universe started from a central point and has been expanding out and cooling for the last 14 billion years.

	Gravity
	Force of attraction between all objects in the Universe.

Gravity is the force that causes objects to orbit the Sun.

Gravity depends on the mass of the objects and the distance between the centers.


