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Science Heads Inc. provides free resources to schools to enhance 
STEAM education and organizes educational events for the public to 

further science literacy. 

What Are the Differences? 

Comets 

Comets are large chunks of mostly water ice and other frozen gasses, mixed with dust and 

rock. They can be as small as a football field or as big as a city. As they get near the Sun, 

comets warm up and the ice turns to gas, forming  a tail that can be as long as the distance 

from the Sun to the Earth! The Oort cloud is a region of space surrounding the solar system 

that may have trillions of comet-like bodies. 

Asteroids 

Asteroids are large chunks of mostly rock and iron left over from the solar system’s formation 

4.5 billion years ago. They range from the size of a house to the size of Texas. Most known 

asteroids orbit in the “asteroid belt” between Mars and Jupiter, though others are known to 

orbit near the Earth. 

Meteoroids 

Meteoroids are the small rocky debris caused by the breakup of larger bodies such as 

asteroids or comets. Some of this debris is in the form of dust, but other pieces can be up to 

10m (33 feet) in size. 

Meteors 

Meteors are caused by the passage of meteoroids through the Earth’s atmosphere. The high 

speed (up to 71km/sec or 160,000mph!) of the meteoroid causes the atmosphere around 

them to heat up and glow. See more about meteors on the other side of this page. 

Meteorites 

Meteorites are the remains of meteors that make it all the way down to the surface. These 

are very rare and valuable rocks because they can tell us what the original asteroids were 

made of. 
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What is a Meteor Shower? (From SkyAndTelescope.com) 

… [S]everal times each year, Earth encounters a stream of gritty debris left in 

space by a passing comet, and the result is a meteor shower. You'll notice the 

difference if you watch the sky for a half hour or so during one of these events: 

not only do the number of meteors you'll see go up, but also the meteors seem 

to fly away from a common point in the sky called the radiant. This is a trick of 

perspective, because all these particles are traveling in parallel — part of a vast 

but sparse "river of rubble" that's spread all around the comet's orbit. 

A shower gets its name from the constellation where this radiant lies — for 

example, August's well-known Perseid shower has its radiant in Perseus… 

Meteor showers usually peak during the predawn hours …, though they're 

typically active a few nights before and after the peak date. Note that the rates 

are for ideal conditions: very dark skies free of moonlight or light pollution, 

with the radiant nearly overhead… 

For the best possible viewing experience, find a dark location, make yourself 

comfortable in a reclining chair, and wear plenty of warm clothing (as 

appropriate). 

Meteor Showers of 2018 

(Date is shower’s peak, between midnight and sunrise) 
 

January 4 Quadrantids 60-100/hour 

April 22 Lyrids 10-20/hour 

May 6 Eta Aquarids 20-60/hour 

July 29 Delta Aquarids 20/hour 

August 13 Perseids 90/hour 

October 21 Orionids 10-20/hour 

November 5 Taurids 10-20/hour 

November 18 Leonids 10-20/hour 

December 14 Geminids 100-120/hour 

December 22 Ursids 10/hour 
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