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Moon Magic: Understanding Lunar Phases and Changing Shapes 
Have you ever looked up at the night sky and wondered 

why the Moon seems to change its shape every night? 

Sometimes it's a big, bright circle, and other times it's just 

a sliver. The Moon's different shapes are called lunar 

phases, and they happen because of how the Moon 

moves in relation to the Earth and the Sun. 

What Causes Lunar Phases? 

The Moon doesn't produce its own light; it reflects the Sun's light. The Sun always 

shines, but it only lights up one side of the Moon at a time. Imagine holding a ball 

in front of a lamp. The side of the ball facing the lamp is bright, while the other 

side is in shadow. This is similar to how the Moon works. 

As the Moon orbits, or goes around, the Earth, we see different parts of the lit-up 

side. These changing views create the different phases of the Moon. There are 

eight main phases of the Moon, and they occur in a cycle that takes about 29.5 

days to complete. This cycle is known as a lunar month. 

The Eight Main Phases of the Moon 

• New Moon: This is the start of the lunar cycle. The side of the Moon facing 

us is in shadow, so it appears completely dark. 

• Waxing Crescent: A small sliver of the Moon's right side starts to become 

visible after the New Moon. 

• First Quarter: Half of the Moon's right side is now visible, making it look like a 

half-moon. 

• Waxing Gibbous: More than half of the Moon's right side is visible, but it's not 

yet full. 

• Full Moon: The entire side facing us is fully lit up, creating a round, bright 

Moon. 
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• Waning Gibbous: Now, more than half of the Moon's left side is visible, but 

it's not full anymore. 

• Last Quarter: Half of the Moon's left side is now visible, making it look like 

another half-moon. 

• Waning Crescent: Only a small sliver of the Moon's left side remains visible 

before it returns to the New Moon phase. 

Why Does the Moon Change Shape? 

To understand why the Moon changes its shape, think about the Moon's position 

in its orbit around the Earth. When the Moon is between the Earth and the Sun, 

the side facing the Sun is fully lit up, but the side facing us is in shadow. This is the 

Full Moon phase. 

As the Moon moves along its orbit, we start to see more of the lit-up side, causing 

the Moon to appear to grow from a crescent shape to a half-moon shape, and 

eventually to a full circle. This is the waxing phase. 

After the Full Moon, the Moon continues to move in its orbit. Now, we start to see 

less of the lit-up side, and the Moon appears to shrink from a full circle to a half-

moon, and then to a crescent shape again. This is the waning phase. 

Finally, when the Moon is on the opposite side of the Earth from the Sun, the side 

facing us is once again in shadow, creating the New Moon phase, and the lunar 

cycle begins again. 

So, the changing shapes of the Moon are all about where it is in its orbit around 

the Earth and how much of the lit-up side we can see from our perspective. 

Now that you know what causes lunar phases and why the Moon changes shape, 

you can observe the night sky with a better understanding of this fascinating 

celestial dance. 

 


