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Lunar Phases
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When we look up at the night sky, the moon is the biggest and
brightest object shining back at us. Though the moon has been a
constant fixture among the stars throughout human history, the
moon appears different to us at different times of the month.
Just as the earth revolves around the sun, the moon orbits the
earth, and it is this rotation that provides us with varying views of
the moon.

The Moon’s Rotations

The moon rotates on its own axis and revolves around the earth
at the same rate. This means it takes the same amount of time
for the moon to rotate on its axis as it takes for the moon to orbit
the earth. This is known as synchronous rotation, and it results
in the same side of the moon being visible from Earth at all
times.

A diagram which shows synchronous rotation

It takes 27 Earth days for the moon to make a complete orbit
around the earth. To us, the moon’s orbit appears to be every 29
days, because the earth is revolving around the sun at the same
time. Throughout the moon’s orbit, the same hemisphere is
always facing Earth, and as a result, we only ever see one side of
the moon. The side of the moon that we don’t see, the far side, is
sometimes called the dark side of the moon. In actuality, the far
side of the moon is illuminated just as frequently as the near
side.

Sunlight and the Moon

Though the moon shines in the night sky, it does not emit its own
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light. The reason we see the moon as a brightly lit object is due to
the sun. The light from the sun shines on the moon and reflects
off of it, which makes the moon appear bright.

The sun plays an important role in multiple aspects of our
perception of the moon. From every place on Earth, different
parts of the moon are illuminated or in darkness as it orbits the
earth. The moon is always half illuminated by direct sunlight, and
as the moon completes its orbit, we can see more or less of the
half that is illuminated. When the hemisphere of the moon that is
visible from Earth is completely illuminated by the sun, we see a
“full moon,” while a “new moon” is what happens when the far
side of the moon fully illuminated.

A full moon

Lunar Phases

During a lunar orbit we see the moon change in size and shape,
due to its orbit around the earth. The moon goes from not visibly
illuminated (a new moon), to partially illuminated, to fully
illuminated (a full moon), and back. These changes are known as
the lunar phases of the moon.

We use the terms waxing and waning to help describe whether
the part that is illuminated and visible is increasing or decreasing,
which tells us where the moon is in its cycle. A waxing moon is
when the portion of the moon that we can see is growing in size.
This occurs during the first half of the lunar cycle, when the
moon is moving from a new moon toward a full moon. A waning
moon is when the part of the moon that is visible is decreasing or
moving from a full moon toward a new moon.

The words crescent and gibbous refer to how much of the moon
is illuminated. When the moon appears partially illuminated, but
less than half, it is known as crescent moon. When a moon
appears more than half illuminated, but not fully, it is known as a
gibbous moon.
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Light from the sun plays a big
role in how we see the moon
from Earth.

The moon appears different
depending on the time of the
month.

The dark side of the moon
appears dark due to the soil
found there.

All of the above are supported
by the text.

The moon rotates on its own
axis and revolves around the
earth at the same rate.

The moon is 384,400 kilometers
away.

The gravitational pull of the
moon moderates how the earth
wobbles on its axis.

The gravitational forces also
affect the oceans, by creating the
tides.
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Report issue

A waning gibbous moon

Since the moon’s phases are regular, people throughout the
course of history have used the waxing and waning periods as a
means to mark time and create calendars. Even now, the
approximately 30 day month is derived from the lunar cycle. The
phases of the moon occur at the same time, no matter where on
Earth you are located. However, depending on where you are,
you might see a different orientation of the moon. For instance, a
crescent moon when viewed from the tropics might appear to
have the bottom portion illuminated instead of one of the sides,
creating the vision of a smiling mouth in the night sky.

A waxing crescent moon in the night sky

The light of the sun reflecting off of the moon and the moon’s
rotation around the earth cause the lunar phases. Thanks to
centuries of astronomical studies, we have come to have a
wealth of knowledge about the moon throughout all of its
phases. Though the moon you see every night may appear
different, the moon you are seeing is the same moon that people
have gazed up at for thousands of years before you, and will
continue to do for years to come.
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Because one side of the moon is
darker in color than the other
side due to the way it was
formed

Because the moon rotates on its
axis and revolves around the
earth at the same time and pace

Because sunlight never reaches
some sides of the moon

None of these

The author begins with how the
moon “grows” and “shrinks”, and
then explains terms used to
describe the moon’s size.

The author compares and
contrasts the phases of the
moon (how it "grows" and
"shrinks") to the phases of the
sun (how it only "grows").

The author describes the effects
of each phase of the moon, one
at a time.

The author only briefly mentions
any details about the phases of
the moon.
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