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Why Do Auroras Happen in the Thermosphere?

Have you ever seen pictures of glowing
lights in the night sky, called auroras?
These colorful lights are usually green, red,
or purple. They’re called the Northern
Lights or Southern Lights, depending on
where you see them on Earth. But did you
know that these glowing displays happen
way up high in a part of the atmosphere
called the thermosphere?

The thermosphere is one of the upper
layers of Earth’s atmosphere. It’s very far
above where airplanes fly—much higher
than the clouds. Even though it’s not outer space yet, it’s still very close.
Satellites orbit in this layer. And it's where auroras take place.

So, what causes auroras? It all starts with the sun. The sun sends out tiny, super-
fast particles in something called solar wind. These particles travel through
space and sometimes reach Earth. When they do, they are mostly blocked by
Earth’s magnetic field, which protects us like a shield.

But near the North and South Poles, the magnetic field is weaker. This lets some
of the solar particles enter Earth’s atmosphere. When these particles hit gases
in the thermosphere—like oxygen and nitrogen—they cause the gases to
glow. That glowing is what we see as an aurora.

The different gases make different colors. Oxygen can glow green or red, and
nitrogen can glow blue or purple. The result is a beautiful light show in the sky!

Auroras don’t happen everywhere. You usually need to be closer to the North
or South Pole to see them. But during big solar storms, the lights can be seen
farther away, sometimes even in places that don’t usually get them.

Auroras are more than just beautiful. They show how powerful the sun’s energy
is and how it can reach all the way to Earth. Scientists study auroras to learn
more about space weather and how it affects Earth’s atmosphere, satellites,
and even power lines.

So the next time you see a picture of the glowing night sky, remember: it’s a
light show powered by the sun and happening in the thermospherel
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