
Reading Science! 

For thousands of years people have used the 
patterns produced by the sun, moon, and star 
cycles to keep track of time and create calendars. 
A cycle is a repeated pattern. Because of this 
repetition, you’d think these patterns would 
make it easy for us to keep track of time. 
Sometimes, however, those cycles cause trouble 
for us when we try to calculate the passing of 
time. 
  

The Sky and Our Calendar 
Lexile: 910L 
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5.8C: Earth’s Rotation 
Earth and Space 

For example, deciding on the length of a year can be trickier than you might think. A day is 
exactly 24 hours. That’s how long it takes the earth to rotate once. We say that a year is 
365 days, or the time it takes the Earth to travel once around the sun. However, that’s not 
quite true! The Earth’s trip around the sun actually takes 365 days, plus a fraction of 
another day. This fraction of a day complicates our calendar. We have solved that problem 
by adding an extra day to the calendar every fourth year. Most years, February has 28 days. 
On Leap Years we add a day on February 29th to keep the calendar on track.   

 

Calculating the length of a month has also caused problems. Many cultures in history have 
used a lunar calendar. The lunar calendar is based on the cycle of the moon phases. This 
cycle takes an average of 29-and-a-half days. There are about twelve-and-a-half lunar 
months in a year. Different societies decided to start their months at different parts of the 
moon’s cycle. The Hebrew and Islamic calendars start a new month when a thin crescent-
shaped moon is barely visible after a new moon. The Chinese calendar month begins the 
moment the new moon rises. Until a standard calendar was adopted, these differences 
could make it difficult for different societies to communicate. 
  

In England in the 1500s, they divided the month up into weeks, just as we do today. 
However, they decided every month should have four weeks. This meant that one week 
was actually a little longer than seven days! According to this calendar, there were thirteen 
months to a year.  
  

In the Twentieth Century, most countries adopted the same calendar for business, to make 
trading and communicating easier. Some of the last countries to change had to drop 
thirteen days from their calendars because their old way of counting months and years 
didn’t line up with the new one. 
 

The sun, moon, Earth, and stars move in predictable, repeating cycles. Even though these 
patterns occur regularly, we have never figured out a simple way to make a calendar that 
exactly fits!  
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Reading Science! 5.8C: Earth’s Rotation 
Earth and Space 

1 How long does it take the Earth to travel 
around the sun? 

A One month 

B One day 

C One year 

D One lunar month 

5.11B 

3 The word lunar means… 

A Having to do with calendars 

B Having to do with the moon 

C Monthly 

D Crazy 

5.2B 

2 What belongs in the blank above? 

A One year 

B One month 

C One day 

D One revolution of the moon 

Fig. 19D 

4 What is a problem that would be likely 
occur if two culture had different 
calendars? 

A They might have different 
languages. 

B They might have a war about which 
calendar is better. 

C They might misunderstand dates 
when they try to communicate. 

D They might not know how long it 
takes the moon’s phases to cycle. 

Fig. 19D 
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5 The author organizes this passage by… 

A Telling us the effects caused by the 
Earth’s rotation. 

B Sequencing the changes in 
calendars that have occurred 
through the years. 

C Explaining how people have solved 
problems in calculating days, years, 
and months. 

D Telling a story about calendars. 

5.11C 


