
How do scientists measure the distance of the planets from the sun? 

Planetary Scale and Distance  

Do the Experiment! 

 

1. For this activity all you need is some planet drawings (or you can print out 

the planet templates on our website), your feet and a large space to 

walk—a straight line is best. 

2. The place you start your walk is the sun. 

3. You are now going to scale the distance of the planets by modeling AUs. 

AU stands for astronomical unit. The distance from the Sun to the Earth is 1 

AU. An AU on our scale is 30 steps—just walk naturally but if you’re with 

family or friends only one person’s steps can be counted. 

4. Mercury is 0.39 AUs from the Sun. This is 12 steps. 

5. Venus is 0.72 AUs from the Sun. This is 22 steps. 

6. Earth is 1 AU from the Sun. This is 30 steps. 

7. Mars is 1.52 AUs from the Sun. This is 46 steps. 

8. The Asteroid Belt is 3.2 AUs from the Sun. This is 96 steps. 

9. Jupiter is 5.2 AUs from the Sun. This is 156 steps. 

10. Saturn is 9.5 AUs from the Sun. This is 286 steps. 

11. Uranus is 19 AUs from the Sun. This is 570 steps. 

12. Neptune is 30 AUs from the Sun. This is 900 steps. 

13. Pluto is 39.5 AUs from the Sun. This is 1, 185 steps.  

14.  Good luck! 

15. You can of course cut the Earth’s AUs to any scale you want. If you 

decide 5 steps is enough then multiply each planet’s AU by 5 and you’ll 

know your steps.  
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MATERIALS 



DID YOU KNOW... 
Our Solar System is a truly unique place in the universe. Our solar system is located in the Milky Way galaxy about 26,000 light years from 
galactic center. A light year is roughly 6 trillion miles, so this gives you an idea of the size of our universe. The solar system is governed by a 
single medium-sized that is known as the Sun. The sun’s gravitational influence extends almost a light year in distance. Currently orbiting the 
Sun are eight planets, 210 moons (confirmed and almost confirmed), 5 dwarf planets and lots of asteroids and comets—thousands to billions 
(some scientists think trillions). To be considered a moon, an object must revolve around a planet or dwarf planet. There are two moons in 
the Solar System, Ganymede and Titan, that are larger than Mercury! In order to be a planet, an object must be round, revolve around the Sun 
and clear the path of its orbit. You might have heard that Pluto is no longer a planet and has been reclassified as a dwarf planet. It is not a 
dwarf planet because it is small, it is a dwarf planet because it fails to clear the path of its orbit. For 20 years, Pluto was actually the 8th 
planet from the Sun as its eccentric orbit moved itself in front of Neptune. Ceres, located in the Asteroid Belt is the closest dwarf planet to the 
Sun. Our Sun will continue to shine for another 4.5 billion years. After that it is thought that it will grow in size until it is near the orbit of 
Mars, shed its outer gas layers and become a white dwarf star.  
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CHALLENGE 

1. How many moons are in the Solar System? Dwarf Planets? Asteroids? Comets? 

2. What other planet(s) do you think we can visit? Why do you think we can visit this planet(s)?  

3. Do you think it’s scientifically possible for there to be other planets in the universe that support life? 

 

STEAM Challenge: We based our AU on 15 steps. How would your planetary scale change if the AU is based on 22 steps? 8 

steps? 117 steps? Make sure to look at the front page to see the different AUs of the planets.  


