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From the field, for the field

Distances in the Solar System

Even in our own “cosmic neighborhood,” distances in space are so vast that they are difficult to imagine.
In this activity, we will build a scale model of the solar system using a roll of toilet paper.

Materials
e Planetary distances table
e Roll of toilet paper
e Gel pen or felt tip pen to write on toilet paper

Doing the Activity

Take one sheet of toilet paper as a test sheet for the pens. Make sure the ink is not too wet, that the
pens don’t easily tear the paper. Make a dot on the seam between the first two sheets of toilet paper.
This is the Sun. Write the word Sun beside the dot.

Use the table of numbers to mark off the distances to each of the planets. The number in the table is the
number of sheets of toilet paper needed to reach the orbit of each planet. It is important to realize that
the counts in the table are starting from the Sun, not from the previous planet. (Thus, after you get to
Mercury, you need 1.7 more sheets to get to Venus.) Make a dot and write the appropriate planet name
on the toilet paper at the distance indicated. Ceres, the largest asteroid, is used to represent the
asteroid belt. Pluto, no longer a planet, is in the table to show students just how vast our solar system
really is.

Note:
e Keep a running count as you work on this. Each distance is from your starting point, the Sun
e 200 sheets of toilet paper stretch out to nearly 84 feet. Make sure you have room for your
model before you start.
e Use colored pens to mark the distance to the planet’s orbit from the Sun and label the orbit with
the planet’s name on the toilet paper.

Planet Distance from the Sun (km) Squares of Toilet Paper from the Sun
Mercury 57,910,000 km 2.0
Venus 108,200,000 km 3.7
Earth 149,600,000 km 5.1
Mars 227,940,000 km 7.7
Ceres 414,436,363 km 14.0
Jupiter 778,330,000 km 26.4
Saturn 1,429,400,000 km 48.4
Uranus 2,870,990,000 km 97.3
Neptune 4,504,000,000 km 152.5
Pluto 5,913,520,000 km 200




