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The Northern Sky at Night 

Circumpolar stars 

These are the stars of the 

north circumpolar region.  

At the North Pole, these 

stars are circling overhead 

all night.  The center of the 

northern sky is the Polaris, 

the North Star.  At around 

40 degrees north latitude, 

which is the latitude of 

Philadelphia they are in the 

north sky, most of them 

visible all night.  South of 

the equator, these stars 

are never visible. 

The Constellations 

Ursa Major 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                     Can you find it? 
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Ursa Major, the Greater Bear is the third largest constellation in the sky.  

What is more familiar however, are the seven stars which make up the rump 

and tail of this animal.  We know them as the Big Dipper, in the United 

Kingdom, they are known as the Plough.  

Many people mistakenly think that the Big Dipper is a constellation but it 

isn't, it is something called an asterism.  An asterism is a small easily 
recognizable formation of stars that is usually part of a larger constellation.  

In this case, the Big Dipper is part of the constellation Ursa Major.  

Another thing this constellation is known for is the "pointer stars."  These 

are the two outside stars in the bowl of the dipper. A line drawn through 

them points to Polaris, the North Star. (see picture below) 

 

 

One Greek myth tells that the nymph 

Callisto, a servant of the hunter Artemis 

was made to have a child by Zeus.  

Artemis banished Callisto for impurity.  

Callisto gave birth to the child named 

Arcas.  This made Zeus' wife Hera very jealous 

and in revenge, Hera turned Callisto into a bear 

that ran away into the forest.  Arcas grew up to 

become a hunter.  One day while he was hunting, 

the bear Callisto heard Arcas' voice and rushed to 

greet her son.  Arcas, not knowing the bear was 

his mother was about to kill her when Zeus 

intervened and sent both mother and son into the 

sky as the Greater and Lesser Bears.  The way Zeus got the 

bears into the sky explains why their tails are so long, apparently 

Zeus grabbed them by their tails and swung them around over his 

head and finally flung them into the sky, and that is why these 

two bears have long tails! 
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Ursa Minor 

                                      

 

 

 

 

 

Ursa Minor means the lesser bear.   

The little dipper is an asterism within the constellation called 

Ursa Minor.  The star at the end of the handle of the dipper is 

Polaris, the North Star. Polaris is probably the most famous 

star in the northern hemisphere. It can always be found in the 

same area of sky, true north.  Contrary to popular assumption, it 

is not a very bright star. 

Mythology 

Often known as either the "little dipper" or "little bear" there 

are many legends connected with this constellation and the pole 

star, Polaris.  Indeed the name Ursa Minor does mean the lesser 

bear, but not every culture saw it as such.  There is a beautiful 

Native American legend which tells a story of a group of hunters 

who got lost in the forest.  They prayed to the spirits to send 

them help to find their way home.  Suddenly a small girl appeared 

to the hunters and said she was the spirit of the pole star.  She 

led them home and thereafter the star Polaris was known as the 

star that does not move.  When they died the hunters were 

transported into the sky where they forever follow the pole star. 
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Cassiopeia 

 

Cassiopeia is shaped like an M or W.   Cassiopeia and the Big 

Dipper are on opposite sides of Ursa Minor.  

Mythology 

Cassiopeia is the legendary queen of Ethiopia and wife of the 

king, Cepheus.  The royal couple had a daughter Andromeda who 

Cassiopeia was forced to offer up to a sea monster because she 

had offended the sea nymphs boasting about her beauty. 

Cassiopeia was later transported to the sky, where she sits on 

her throne and circles the pole.  Cassiopeia has a very distinct 

shape.  She looks like a "W" or "M" in the sky, depending on 

where she is.  Some legends say that Cassiopeia was chained into 

the sky and sometimes hangs upside-down to remind others not to 

be so boastful.   The Arabs also saw this group of stars as a hand 

or a kneeling camel. The Eskimos called it the stone lamp. 
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Draco 

 

 

 

 

 

  

The constellation Draco winds around the little dipper.   Its tail is 

almost between the big and little dippers. 

Mythology 

 Dragons and other similar creatures often played a role in 

creation myths.  In these stories the gods would often battle 

such creatures for control of the Earth. When defeated, the 

dragons were flung up into the skies. 

Around 800 BC, the prehistoric Adena people who lived in the 

Ohio area of the United States created Serpent Mound that is 

believed to mirror the constellation Draco.  This huge mound is 

nearly a quarter mile long. 
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Cygnus 

                                                

 

Cygnus is the swan.  The brightest star in Cygnus, Deneb, is about 

1600 light years distant from earth.  If Deneb was as close to us 

as the nearest star, Proxima Centauri (4.4 light years) Deneb 

would be as bright as the full moon in our sky!  Deneb's luminosity 

is over 70,000 times greater than the Sun and is estimated to be 

25 times more massive.  Deneb is one of the stars of the bright 

summer triangle along with Vega and Altair.   An asterism within 

Cygnus is the Northern Cross.  The most obvious stars in the 

constellation make them up. 

Mythology 

Cygnus the swan is an easily recognized constellation.  One story 

tells us that Cygnus represents Orpheus who was changed into a 

swan at his death and placed beside his magic harp (Lyra) in the 

sky. Another story says this represents Cygnus, son of the King 

of the Ligurians who was stricken with grief over the death of his 

friend Phaethon.  Touched by this, Apollo took pity on him, 

changed him into a swan and placed him among the stars. 
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Northern Sky at Night Worksheet   Name ____________________ 

Use the packet to answer these questions: 

 

1. Stars that can be seen all year long in the northern sky are called 

__________________________ 

 

2. These stars circle the North Star, which is called _______________. 

 

3. The latitude of Philadelphia is ___________. 

 

4. What is the common name for Ursa Major is _________________ 

 

5. A part of a constellation that has its own name is called an 

_________________________. 

 

6. Which asterism is in Ursa Major?  _________________________ 

 

7.  Which asterism is in Ursa Minor?  _________________________.  

 

8.  What is the star at the end of the handle of the little dipper? __________. 

 

9. Which constellation is in the shape of a W or an M? _____________ 

 

10. The dragon constellation is ______________________. 

 

11. The tail of the dragon is between two asterisms.  What are they? 

 

 ____________________ and __________________________ 

 

12.  ________________________  is the constellation of the swan. 

 

13. What asterism is in the swan?  ____________________ 

 

14. The brightest star in the swan is ________________. 

 

15. What three stars make up the summer triangle? 

a. _______________ b. _______________  c. ____________ 

 


