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How you can find

Constellations!
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A star-filled sky can be confusing.

How do you find your way around the sky?
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Constellations are the answer!

Constellations are like signs that help you 
jump around the starry night sky
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You can find star clusters in constellations!

You can find beautiful clusters of stars and 
other deep space objects like galaxies if.. 

• You know which constellation it is in
and

• You know where that constellation is.

It’s like finding something you need at home, like a book. 

If you know which room the book is in, you can go to 

that room and look for it.

It’s the same thing with deep space objects in the sky. 

Here, our Beanie friend wants to see a nice cluster of 

stars known as M37. He knows M37 is in the constellation 

Auriga, and he know where Auriga is. So, Beanie goes to 

Auriga and looks around and he finds it!
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Some constellations are seasonal.
They can only be seen in certain months.

Scorpius can be seen 

on summer nights

Orion can be seen 

on winter nights

SUMMER WINTER

The constellations Scorpius and Orion are on opposite sides of the sky. 

In Summer, the night-time side of Earth is facing in the direction of Scorpius, so we 
can see it.

Six months later, Earth is on the opposite side of the Sun, and it’s Winter in Canada. 

Now the night-time side of Earth is facing in the direction of Orion, so we can see it. 

Orion is a winter-time favourite constellation because there are many deep sky 
objects in and around it.
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Some constellations can be seen all year.
These constellations are near the North Star, Polaris.

Big Dipper
(in Ursa Major)

POLARIS

Spring                                    Summer                                     Fall                                    Winter
In these four pictures, we are looking North. Half-way up the sky is Polaris, the North Star. 
There’s a yellow circle around the star to help you find it.  

Yellow lines help you find the Big Dipper (inside Ursa Major). 

Find the Big Dipper in each picture. 

Ursa Major is in the sky in the Spring, Summer, Fall and Winter. The same is true for the 
other constellations near Polaris: Ursa Minor, Draco, Cepheus, Cassiopeia, and 
Camelopardalis.

These constellations are called circumpolar, which means they never go below the 
horizon. They never set.
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1. Find the Big Dipper

2. Find the two stars at the end 
of the bowl.  (The "Pointer Stars")

3. Draw a line through the Pointer Stars and 
continue until you reach a bright star. That 
star is Polaris. 

When you look at Polaris:

 In front of you is NORTH.
 Behind you is SOUTH.
 To your right is EAST.
 To your left is WEST.

You have a 
compass in 
the sky on 
any clear 
night!

Dubhe

Merak

The Pointer Stars
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You start by finding 
one particular 
constellation for the 
season you are in, 
then work your way 
out from there with 
the help of a Star 
Finder.
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In winter, look south 
and you can easily 
find three bright 
stars close together 
making a diagonal 
line.
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Those three stars make 
the Belt of Orion, the 
hunter.

From the ends of the 
belt, we can draw lines 
to the two bright stars 
above and the two bright 
stars below the belt to 
make Orion’s body.

Do you see three very 
close stars hanging down 
from Orion’s belt? That is 
his sword.

If it is Winter time and 
clear in the south, take a 
look and you are sure to 
find Orion!
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In spring, look high in the 
south after sunset for 6 
stars that make a 
backwards question-
mark. 
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The backwards question-
mark is called the Sickle, 
a harvesting tool shaped 
like a curved blade.
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The Sickle is also the 
head and mane of Leo 
the lion. 
Three bright stars to the 
left of the Sickle form the 
hind-quarters of the lion.

Many galaxies are visible 
in spring. Many of them 
are found under the belly 
and trailing behind Leo.
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The Teapot is not a constellation. 
It’s 8 stars in the constellation 
Sagittarius that happen to look 
like a teapot. 

Sagittarius lies low in the south in 
summer, and some of its stars stay 
below the horizon. But the 8 stars 
of the teapot climb above the 
horizon and are easily found.

Can you see a teapot where 
Beanie is pointing?
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There it is!

Do you see a band of light rising 
up past the teapot? It looks like 
steam rising out of the spout. 

That band of light is our Milky 
Way Galaxy! The centre of our 
galaxy is in the direction of the 
Teapot. 

Scan the band of light with 
binoculars and you’ll be amazed 
at what you find.
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In the Fall, look very high up for a 
square made by four evenly-
spaced bright stars.

The square is large. If you hold 
your arm out straight and make a 
fist, you can put your fist inside 
the Square. 

It is called the Great Square of 
Pegasus, and it makes the flying 
horse’s body.

Do you see it?
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Yes, it’s easy to find.

The other stars to the right of the 
square are connected to make the 
horse’s neck and head, and his 
two front legs. (Pegasus is upside 
down!)
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You need a handy tool that you 
can use outside under the stars to 
help you find see which 
constellations are currently in the 
sky and where to find them.

The handy tool is called a 
Planisphere, or Star Finder.

You can make your own, or order 
a pack of 10 from The RASC. 

To make your own, see the 
following pages.

To order a pack of 10 planispheres, visit:
https://secure.rasc.ca/ItemDetail?iProductCode=8110

https://secure.rasc.ca/ItemDetail?iProductCode=8110


S

Star 
Wheel



Holder



To make your own planisphere or star finder:

1. Print the Star Wheel and Holder pages on 60-lb card stock such as:

Xerox Bold Digital FSC Certified Printing Paper, 60 lb. Cover, 8.5" x 11", White, 250 Sheets/Ream (3R11767) found at Staples:
https://www.staples.ca/products/2400096-en-xerox-bold-digital-printing-paper-60-lb-cover-85-x-11-250-sheetsream
Regular paper is too thin and will lead to disappointment. 60-lb card stock is stiff enough to work well but thin enough to run 
through an ink-jet printers with no problem.

2. Carefully cut out the star wheel circle along the outside edge of the black circle. Make sure the edge is smooth.

3. Cut-out the holder along the outside black edge. Do not cut the dotted lines. They are for folding later.

4. Cut out the oval in the centre of the holder. This becomes the Star Finder’s window.

5. Flip the holder over and fold up the bottom flap back along the dotted line.

6. Fold the two side flaps back along their dotted lines so they overlap the bottom flap.

7. Flip the holder right side up and staple through the holder in the bottom corners where indicated to secure 
the flaps in the back.

8. Slip the star wheel into the holder so the wheel can freely turn. You now have a Star Finder!

9. Because the Star Finder will be used outdoors, we need to protect it from the dew so it does not warp and 
the ink does not smear. Slip the completed planisphere inside a clear large-size zip-lock bag. You can still 
look at the Star Finder through the bag, and you can open it if you need to turn the star wheel.

https://www.staples.ca/products/2400096-en-xerox-bold-digital-printing-paper-60-lb-cover-85-x-11-250-sheetsream
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Tip #1: Keep your planisphere inside a clear zip-lock bag to protect it from night-time dew.  
You can open the bag to reach inside and adjust the planisphere for the current date and 
time, then zip the bag closed again.  You can then view the planisphere through the clear bag.

Tip #2: Use a red light when viewing the planisphere outside in the dark.  Red light will not 
harm your eyes’ ability to see in the dark. You can purchase head-strap lights at hardware or 
electronic stores that have a setting for red light.

HOW TO USE YOUR STAR FINDER

Turn the star wheel to find 
today’s date. Move that date to 
the current hour (or any night-
time hour you want) and the 
stars that are visible in the 
planisphere’s oval window are 
the very stars that are up in the 
sky on the date and time you 
picked!  In other words, a 
planisphere will show you which 
stars or constellations are up in 
the sky for the date and time you 
set it to.  On a clear night, if you 
set it to the current date and 
time, you can take the Star Finder 
outside and use it to help you 
find the same stars and 
constellations in the sky! In the 
example on the right, the date 
used is October 1, and the time is 
9 PM, then changed to 5 AM.  
When you use your planisphere, 
be sure to choose your current
date and time!
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Stellarium (free!) for your PC, Mac, iPhone or Android device

This is a screen shot of the Stellarium program showing Orion, the 
constellations around Orion, and deep space targets.
Visit http://stellarium.org/ to download Stellarium to your PC or Mac.
Visit iTunes (iPhone) or Play Store (Android) for free mobile apps.

http://stellarium.org/
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Astronomy sky-apps for your smartphone

There are a number of smart phone apps that will identify the 
constellations, stars and planets that your phone’s back is aimed 
at. Some are free, others have a small cost like $3 or $4

Android: 

Google Sky, SkySafari, Star Tracker, Skyview, Star Walk2

iPhone: 

Star Chart, SkySafari, Sky View Lite, Classic Sky Map 2, Night Sky, 
Pocket Universe
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Your Clarington Public Library!

Search for astronomy books at 
http://www.clarington-library.on.ca/catalogue

Examples:
Stars and constellations, by Prinja, Raman
Find the constellations, by Rey, H. A.

http://www.clarington-library.on.ca/catalogue
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If you have any questions, please send us a 
note to publiceducation@rascto.ca.

Thank you!

mailto:publiceducation@rascto.ca

