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VocabularyVocabulary
Misconception: Comets are not part of the Solar System. 

Reality: Comets are part of the Solar System. They are believed to originate from one of two
locations within the Solar System: the Kuiper Belt or the Oort Cloud.

Misconception: Comets are similar to asteroids.

Reality: Comets and asteroids have a very different make-up. Asteroids are
composed of rocky and metallic material, while comets are composed
of water, ice, dust, and carbon- and silicon-based compounds.

Misconception: All comets look the same and don't change their appearance.

Reality: Comets have a coma and one, two, or three tails when near the Sun, and no coma or tail
when far away from the Sun. (A coma is a cloud of gaseous material surrounding 
the nucleus.)

Misconception: Pluto is the most distant and last object in the Solar System.

Reality: Beyond Pluto's orbit is a group of icy objects known as the Kuiper Belt, from which short-
period comets emerge. Farther still is a sphere of icy bodies, called the Oort Cloud, from
which long-period comets emerge. Short-period comets visit the inner Solar System
frequently, while the long-period comets visit infrequently.

Misconception: There is empty space between the planets.

Reality: There is gas and dust, also known as the interplanetary medium, between the planets.
Comets are responsible for depositing some of the gas and dust found in the inner 
Solar System.

Asteroid
A small Solar System object composed mostly of
rock. Many of these objects orbit the Sun between
Mars and Jupiter. Their size can range anywhere
from a few meters to several hundred kilometers
in diameter. 

Coma
The cloud that forms around a comet's nucleus.
This cloud is made by solar wind striking the
surface of the nucleus, causing a mixture of gas
and dust to form around it.

Comet
A small Solar System object consisting of ice and
other compounds. A comet will form a coma and
sometimes a visible tail whenever it orbits close
to the Sun.

Dust Tail
This type of comet tail forms when the solar wind
separates dust from the coma, pushing it away
from the Sun in a slightly curved path.

Gas-Ion Tail
This type of comet tail forms when the solar wind
separates gases from the coma, pushing them
away from the Sun in a straight path.

Inner Solar System
The path of the Solar System between the Sun
and the orbit of Jupiter.

Meteor
The flash of light that we see in the night sky
caused by the friction of a meteoroid passing
through the atmosphere. 

Meteor Shower
Many and sustained flashes of light that are seen
in the night sky as a result of the Earth passing
through the former path of a comet. The debris
released by the comet causes the meteor shower.

Meteorite
Any part of a meteoroid that survives its fall
through the atmosphere and lands on the Earth.

Meteoroid
An interplanetary chunk of matter that is smaller
than a kilometer in diameter and most frequently
measured in millimeters. 

Naked-Eye Visibility
Being able to see a celestial object, such as a
comet, without the aid of telescopes, binoculars,
or other astronomical devices.

Comet Nucleus
The solid, rocky part of a comet.

Orbit
The path followed by one celestial object around
another celestial object, such as Earth's path
around the Sun or the Moon's path around Earth.

Period
The time needed for one complete trip or cycle.
For example, the period for the Earth to travel
around the Sun is 365 days.

Solar Wind
A stream of charged particles ejected from the
surface of a star.

Identify a fact associated with comets.

Identify a legend associated with comets.

Identify a myth associated with comets.

Comets are small Solar System objects, yet ancient cultures knew about them. Identify one property of comets that
explains why humanity has known of comets for so long.

Describe the path of a comet and explain how this affects its reappearance.

Short-period comets tend to originate from the Kuiper Belt—a region beyond the orbit of Neptune similar in shape to
the asteroid belt. Long-period comets tend to originate from the Oort Cloud—a spherical region well beyond the orbits
of Neptune and Pluto. Based on the reading, explain where each of the following comets is likely to have originated:
Hale-Bopp, Swift-Tuttle, Hyakutake, and Halley's. Explain your choices.
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Based on your reading of “Comet Facts, Myths, and Legends,” would
you say the following statements are true or false?

It's possible that a big comet striking the Earth killed off the
dinosaurs.

Only a professional astronomer with a powerful telescope can
discover a new comet.

About 100 years ago, some people bought comet-protecting umbrellas
and anti-comet pills to protect themselves.

The closer a comet is to the Sun, the brighter it will appear.

The ancients thought comets were the power rays of supernatural
beings.

A meteor shower occurs when a lot of comets at once pass over the
Earth.
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Answers:1.True.One theory is that a 10-kilometer comet struck the Earth 70 million years ago and disrupted the environment enough to make it
impossible for dinosaurs to live.2.False.An amateur with binoculars discovered a new comet in 1996,for example.3.True.People in Chicago panicked
in 1910 when a comet passed through the Earth's path.4.True.Comets are brightest when they are near the Sun.5.True.People then did not know
what comets were.They thought they contained fire.6.False.A comet leaves behind a trail of debris.If its path crosses Earth's path,then every year for
a long time there will be meteor showers as the long-gone comet's debris strikes our atmosphere.
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