
what is a planet for kids

what is a planet for kids is a question that sparks curiosity about the fascinating objects that orbit
stars in space. Understanding what a planet is helps children grasp basic astronomy concepts and the
structure of our solar system. This article will explain the definition of a planet in simple terms,
discuss the characteristics that make a celestial body a planet, and explore the different types of
planets found both in our solar system and beyond. Additionally, it will introduce kids to the eight
major planets orbiting our Sun and highlight some interesting facts about each one. By the end,
young learners will have a clear understanding of what planets are and why they are important in the
universe.
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Definition of a Planet
A planet is a large object in space that moves around a star, such as our Sun. It is not a star itself, but
it shines because it reflects the light from the star it orbits. Scientists have agreed on certain rules to
decide what makes something a planet. These rules help distinguish planets from other space objects
like stars, moons, and asteroids.

What Makes a Planet?
To be called a planet, an object must meet three main criteria:

It must orbit a star, like the Sun.1.

It must be big enough for its gravity to make it round in shape.2.

It must have cleared its orbit of other debris, meaning it is the dominant object in its path.3.

If an object meets all these requirements, it is considered a planet.



Characteristics of Planets
Planets have several important features that make them different from other objects in space. These
characteristics help scientists and kids understand what planets are like and how they behave in the
solar system.

Size and Shape
Planets are large enough that gravity pulls them into a nearly round shape. This round shape is called
a sphere. Smaller objects like asteroids are often irregular in shape because their gravity is not strong
enough to make them round.

Orbit Around a Star
Planets travel in a path called an orbit around a star. In our solar system, all planets orbit the Sun. The
orbit path can be circular or slightly oval, and it keeps the planet moving around the star instead of
drifting off into space.

Surface and Atmosphere
Planets can have solid surfaces, like Earth and Mars, or they can be gas giants made mostly of gases,
like Jupiter and Saturn. Some planets have atmospheres, which are layers of gases surrounding them,
while others have very thin or no atmosphere at all.

Types of Planets
Planets are divided into different types based on their composition and size. This classification helps
us understand how planets formed and what they are made of.

Terrestrial Planets
Terrestrial planets are rocky and have solid surfaces. These planets are smaller and denser. In our
solar system, Mercury, Venus, Earth, and Mars are terrestrial planets. They have mountains, valleys,
and sometimes atmospheres.

Gas Giants
Gas giants are much larger than terrestrial planets and are made mostly of gases like hydrogen and
helium. They don’t have solid surfaces that we can stand on. Jupiter and Saturn are gas giants with
thick atmospheres and many moons.



Ice Giants
Ice giants are similar to gas giants but have a different chemical makeup, including more "ices" such
as water, ammonia, and methane. Uranus and Neptune are ice giants. They are very cold and far from
the Sun.

The Planets in Our Solar System
Our solar system has eight official planets that orbit the Sun. Each planet is unique and has special
features that make it interesting to study.

Mercury
Mercury is the closest planet to the Sun. It is very hot during the day and extremely cold at night.
Mercury is small and rocky, with many craters on its surface.

Venus
Venus is known as the hottest planet because of its thick atmosphere that traps heat. It is similar in
size to Earth but has a very harsh climate with clouds of poisonous gases.

Earth
Earth is the only planet known to support life. It has water, air, and a perfect temperature for living
things. Earth’s surface is mostly covered by oceans and has a protective atmosphere.

Mars
Mars is called the Red Planet because of its reddish soil. Scientists are very interested in Mars
because it may have had water and conditions suitable for life in the past.

Jupiter
Jupiter is the largest planet in the solar system. It has a strong magnetic field and dozens of moons.
Its famous Great Red Spot is a huge storm that has lasted for centuries.

Saturn
Saturn is famous for its beautiful rings made of ice and rock. It is a gas giant with many moons and a
thick atmosphere mostly of hydrogen and helium.



Uranus
Uranus is an ice giant with a blue-green color caused by methane gas in its atmosphere. It rotates on
its side, making its seasons very unusual compared to other planets.

Neptune
Neptune is the farthest planet from the Sun. It is very cold and has strong winds and storms. Neptune
is also blue, like Uranus, because of methane in its atmosphere.

Fun Facts About Planets
Learning about planets can be exciting, and there are many interesting facts that make these worlds
unique and amazing.

Earth is the only planet with liquid water on its surface.

Jupiter’s Great Red Spot is so big that three Earths could fit inside it.

Venus spins in the opposite direction from most other planets.

Saturn’s rings are made up of billions of small pieces of ice and rock.

Mars has the tallest volcano in the solar system called Olympus Mons.

Mercury has no atmosphere to protect it from the Sun’s heat or space rocks.

Uranus takes 84 Earth years to orbit the Sun once.

Neptune has the fastest winds in the solar system, reaching speeds over 1,200 miles per hour.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is a planet?
A planet is a large object in space that orbits around a star, like our Sun, and is big enough to be
round and clear its path from other space debris.

How many planets are in our solar system?
There are eight planets in our solar system: Mercury, Venus, Earth, Mars, Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus, and
Neptune.



What makes a planet different from a star?
A planet does not produce its own light like a star. Instead, it shines by reflecting the light from a star,
such as the Sun.

Can planets have moons?
Yes! Many planets, including Earth, have moons that orbit around them.

Are all planets made of the same materials?
No, some planets are rocky like Earth and Mars, while others are made mostly of gases like Jupiter
and Saturn.

What is the smallest planet in our solar system?
The smallest planet in our solar system is Mercury.

Why is Pluto not considered a planet anymore?
Pluto was reclassified as a 'dwarf planet' because it does not clear its orbit of other space objects,
which is one rule for being a planet.

Additional Resources
1. What Is a Planet? Discovering Our Cosmic Home
This book introduces young readers to the concept of planets and what makes a planet different from
stars and moons. It explains the characteristics of planets in our solar system in simple language and
includes colorful illustrations. Kids will learn about orbits, gravity, and the role planets play in space.

2. Planets Up Close: A Kid’s Guide to the Solar System
Explore the solar system with vibrant pictures and fun facts about each planet. This book breaks down
complex astronomy ideas into easy-to-understand explanations. Children will discover how planets
vary in size, temperature, and atmosphere.

3. Our Amazing Planets: A Journey Through Space
Join an exciting space adventure to learn about the planets that orbit the Sun. This book uses
engaging storytelling to explain what makes a planet and how scientists study them. It encourages
curiosity about space and science.

4. What Makes a Planet? A Story for Kids
Through a charming narrative, this book teaches kids the scientific criteria that define a planet. It
compares planets to dwarf planets and other celestial objects, helping children understand the
differences. The story is designed to be both educational and entertaining.

5. Planets: The Big Book for Little Explorers
Perfect for young readers, this book provides an overview of the planets with large, colorful images
and simple text. It covers the basics of planetary science, including size, composition, and distance
from the Sun. The book also includes fun activities and quizzes.



6. Meet the Planets: A Space Adventure for Kids
This interactive book invites children to meet the planets personified as characters with unique traits.
It explains planetary features in a memorable way and includes interesting facts about each one. The
book fosters imagination and learning about space.

7. Planets and Beyond: Exploring Our Solar System
Designed for curious kids, this book dives deeper into what makes a planet and how they fit into the
larger universe. It discusses moons, asteroids, and dwarf planets to give a complete picture of space
objects. The easy-to-read format makes complex ideas accessible.

8. Why Is Pluto Not a Planet? Understanding Planets for Kids
This book tackles the famous question about Pluto’s classification. It explains the history of planet
definitions and how scientists decide what counts as a planet. Kids will understand the evolving
nature of science and space exploration.

9. The Little Space Explorer’s Guide to Planets
A fun and educational guide that takes kids on a journey through the solar system. It highlights key
facts about each planet and explains how planets form and move in space. The book encourages
young readers to become space explorers themselves.
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