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Spacecraft Sees a Full Ring of Northern Lights

A new NASA-featured view shows auroras as a giant oval around Earth, even in
daytime.

A spacecraft looks down at Earth as a bright aurora forms a glowing oval around one pole.

ASA shared a rare view of Earth’s lights on Oct. 6. According to NASA's As-

tronomy Picture of the Day, the robotic SMILE spacecraft recorded a com-
plete auroral oval. That means it saw the whole glowing ring of auroras around
one of Earth’s magnetic poles.

Auroras are the sky lights sometimes called northern lights or southern lights.
They can look like green curtains from the ground. A magnetic pole is an area
near the top or bottom of Earth where Earth’s invisible magnetic field is
strongest. That field helps guide charged bits from the Sun toward the polar
sky.

From the ground, no one can see the whole oval. It is too wide. It wraps around
the pole like a huge crown. A spacecraft high above Earth can look down and

see the full shape at once.

The SMILE video is also special because the aurora happened during the day.
Our eyes would miss much of that from the ground. SMILE used ultraviolet
light. Ultraviolet light is light our eyes cannot see, but special cameras can mea-

sure it.

The video is a time-lapse, which means many pictures are played quickly to
show change. It covers about an hour in late July. The oval does not sit still. It
wiggles and changes. NASA says this shows how variable and turbulent auroras
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can be. Variable means changing. Turbulent means moving in a rough, busy

way.

In the video, small points of light appear along the sides. Those are distant
stars. They seem to move because SMILE’s camera view shifts while the space-
craft orbits Earth. Orbiting means traveling around something in space.

This matters because auroras are more than pretty lights. They show how the
Sun touches Earth from far away. The Sun sends out a solar wind, a stream of
tiny charged particles. Earth is surrounded by a magnetosphere, the area con-
trolled by its magnetic field. SMILE’s job is to help scientists learn how the solar
wind meets that shield.

That knowledge can help people plan. Strong activity from the Sun can affect
astronauts, spacecraft, and electrical grids. Electrical grids are the wires and
equipment that carry power to homes and schools. Watching the whole oval
gives scientists a bigger picture. It is like seeing the whole playground instead

of one corner. The full shape can show where the action is moving next.

Written from reporting by NASA.
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THINK IT THROUGH

1.

Why might a view from space teach scientists something that a view from the
ground cannot?

A strong answer: A strong answer should compare seeing the whole pattern with seeing close-up details from one
place.

If a class made a model of an auroral oval, what would be most important to
show clearly, and why?

A strong answer: A strong answer should choose key features such as the ring shape, Earth's pole, motion, or invisible
light, then defend the choice.

Should people spend money on spacecraft that watch things most people never
see directly? Explain your position.

A strong answer: A strong answer should weigh costs against benefits such as learning, planning, and protecting
technology.
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Spacecraft Sees a Full Ring of Northern Lights
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Spacecraft Sees a Full Ring of Northern Lights

ACROSS

DOWN

2 From or connected to the Sun

6 Colorful lights near Earth’s north or
south ends

7 Having a force that can pull or push
some objects

1

Device used to record pictures or video
Shape like a stretched-out circle

With an electric property that affects
tiny pieces of matter

Route a space object takes around
another one
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Spacecraft Sees a Full Ring of Northern Lights — answer key
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Spacecraft Sees a Full Ring of Northern Lights — answer key
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ACROSS DOWN
2 From or connected to the Sun 1 Device used to record pictures or video
6  Colorful lights near Earth’s north or 3  Shape like a stretched-out circle
south ends 4 With an electric property that affects
7 Having a force that can pull or push tiny pieces of matter
some objects 5 Route a space object takes around

another one
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Where this came from

This article was written for 3andB from the reporting below. It is not a reprint — the
wording is ours and the facts are theirs.

NASA

“APOD: 2026 October 6 - A Complete Auroral Oval from SMILE”
Published Tuesday, October 6, 2026

Read by us on Tuesday, October 6, 2026

https://science.nasa.gov/image-article/apod-2026-october-6-a-complete-auroral-oval-from-smile/

WHAT IS IN THIS PACKET

The article with a note on each question, a word search, a crossword, and the answer key
to both.

COPYING AND REUSE

Free to print, copy and hand out for classroom use. Please keep this page with the packet,
so the next teacher can see where the story came from.

More where this came from

If this short lesson worked for your class, our full workbooks go further with the same
care:

= Complete units with student and teacher editions
= Worked solutions for every exercise
= Standards-aligned, classroom-tested, print-ready

See the full lessons at 3andB.com

© 2026 3andB Inc.
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