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A Blue Nebula Shows Why the Sky Is Blue

NASA’s image of the day links a faraway cloud of dust to a science idea visible from

any schoolyard.

A bright blue-white star shines beside a large wispy blue nebula in a dark sky.

ASA's Astronomy Picture of the Day fea-

tured a blue cloud of gas and dust called
the Witch Head Nebula on Nov. 9, according to
NASA’s explanation written by a professional as-
tronomer. The object is also known as IC 2118,
and it appears near Rigel, one of the brighter
stars in the constellation Orion. A constellation is
a named pattern of stars that people use to or-
ganize the night sky. The nebula’s nickname
comes from its shape, which some viewers think
looks like a Halloween witch’s head.

But the important part is not the nickname. It is
what the image shows about light, matter, and
scale. A nebula is a huge cloud in space made of
gas and dust. NASA says the Witch Head Nebula
is about 50 light-years across. A light-year is the
distance light travels in one year, so it is a mea-
sure of distance, not time. That means this one
cloud is much wider than anything in our solar
system, even though it looks like a soft patch of
blue in a picture.

NASA says the cloud points toward Rigel be-

cause it has been partly eroded by that nearby
star. Eroded means worn away or shaped over
time. On Earth, water and wind can erode rock.

In space, the source describes a star helping
shape a cloud of gas and dust. That is a reminder
that stars are not just dots in the sky. They can
affect the material around them.

The blue color is another clue. NASA explains
that the Witch Head Nebula looks blue partly be-
cause Rigel shines with intense blue starlight. It
also looks blue because tiny dust grains scatter
blue light more efficiently than red light. Scatter
means to send light off in many directions in-
stead of letting it travel straight through. Blue
light has a shorter wavelength than red light, and
small particles can spread it around more
strongly.

That same process helps explain something fa-
miliar: Earth’s daytime sky. NASA says our sky
appears blue because molecules of nitrogen and
oxygen in the atmosphere scatter blue light. A
molecule is a tiny group of atoms joined togeth-
er. The particles near Earth are not dust grains in
a nebula, but the physics idea is similar. Light
from a source meets small bits of matter, and
different colors of light do not behave in exactly
the same way.
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This matters in science class because astronomy
is not only about faraway things. It uses the same
questions used in labs: What is the evidence?
What is the material made of? How does light
behave? A single space image can connect an
object near Orion with the color of the sky out-
side a classroom window.

The Witch Head Nebula also shows how science
and imagination can sit next to each other. Peo-

Written from reporting by NASA.

ple gave the nebula a playful name because of
what they thought they saw in its shape. Scien-
tists still use measurements, light, and physical
evidence to explain what it is. The picture is in-
teresting because it lets both things happen at
once: people notice a pattern, and then they ask
what is really causing it.

THINK IT THROUGH

1. A nickname like “Witch Head Nebula” can make space science more memorable, but it can
also focus attention on imagination instead of evidence. Is that mostly helpful or mostly

distracting?

2. NASA connects a faraway nebula to the everyday blue sky. Why can comparing distant and
familiar things be a powerful way to learn science?

3. If a classroom had only one image to teach this story, what should the image emphasize: the
nebula’s shape, its blue color, or Rigel’s role in shaping it? Defend your choice.
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Space-distance unit equal to about 9.46
trillion kilometers

Tiny group of atoms joined together
Gaseous layer surrounding a planet
Gas forming most of Earth's air

Send rays in many directions

1

Gas needed by people and many animals
for breathing

Distance from one crest to the next

Worn away by wind, water, or nearby
stars

Tiny bits of matter, including dust and
gas

Huge gas-and-dust cloud in outer space
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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 November 9 - Rigel and the Witch Head Nebula”
Published Monday, November 9, 2026

Read by us on Monday, November 9, 2026

https://science.nasa.gov/image-article/apod-2026-november-9-rigel-and-the-witch-head-nebula/

WHAT IS IN THIS PACKET

The article and its discussion questions, a word search, and a crossword.

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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