
The Solar Eclipse

A solar eclipse occurs when the Moon passes between the Sun and Earth, 
casting a shadow on our planet. Although the Sun is much larger than the 
Moon, eclipses happen because the Moon is about 400 times closer to Earth 
than the Sun. The darkest part of the Moon’s shadow is called the umbra, 
where the Moon completely blocks the Sun’s light, creating a total eclipse. 
Surrounding the umbra is a lighter shadow called the penumbra, which 
causes a partial eclipse. During totality, the Sun’s outer atmosphere, known as 
the corona, becomes visible, appearing like a silvery crown.
Though the Moon is much smaller than the Sun, it appears the same size in 
our sky due to its proximity to Earth. This alignment allows the Moon to cover 
the Sun’s disc during a solar eclipse. While total solar eclipses are rare, they 
occur somewhere on Earth approximately every 18 months.

Different regions of the world have witnessed spectacular solar eclipses 
throughout history. In 1919, a total solar eclipse was seen across parts of Africa 
and South America. This event lasted 6 minutes, 51 seconds and provided 
evidence supporting Einstein’s theory of general relativity by showing the 
bending of light around the Sun.

In the United Kingdom, a memorable eclipse occurred on 11th August 1999. This 
was the last total solar eclipse visible from the UK, with the path of totality 
sweeping across Cornwall and parts of Devon. Though much of the country 
experienced a partial eclipse, the event drew large crowds eager to witness 
this rare spectacle.

Parts of North America witnessed a total solar eclipse on 8th April 2024, with 
the path of totality stretching from Mexico, across the central United States, 
and into Canada. On 12th August 2026, another total solar eclipse will cross 
parts of the Arctic, Greenland, Iceland, and Spain. Then, on 2nd August 2027, a 
total eclipse will be visible across parts of northern Africa and the Arabian 
Peninsula.

In the United Kingdom, two major solar eclipses are on the horizon. On 12th 
August 2026, the UK will experience a partial eclipse where up to 90% of the 
Sun will be covered. Then, on 2nd August 2027, another partial eclipse, with up 
to 90% coverage will be visible from parts of the UK. While not total eclipses, 
these events will still offer an awe-inspiring chance to witness the Sun’s light 
dramatically diminish during the day.
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Describe the difference between the umbra and the penumbra.

What happens during totality?

When will the next total eclipse be visible from northern Africa and the Arabian 
Peninsula?

When will the next partial eclipse be visible from The United Kingdom?

Why do you think that total eclipses are rare in any single location on Earth?

If you could witness a total eclipse, what do you think you would be most 
excited about? 
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If you could witness a total eclipse from any location on Earth, where would 
you choose to be, and why?

What do you think it would feel like to experience the sudden darkness of a 
total eclipse in the middle of the day?

Imagine you’re a time traveller witnessing a total eclipse in ancient times. How 
do you think people would react, and what would you tell them about the 
event?
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Draw a timeline of a total eclipse, showing the different stages from start to 
finish. How does the scene change with each phase?
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