
Plotting the Spots
NOVA Activity Galileo’s Battle for the Heavens

Sunspots are cooler areas on the Sun that appear as
dark spots. These spots tend to occur in cycles that start
at the solar minimum (when the fewest spots occur),
reach their solar maximum (when the most spots occur),
and reduce again in number until the cycle begins
again. Can these spots and their cycles tell us anything?
Do this activity to find out.

Procedure

1 Observe the following graph of the sunspot cycles from
1900 to 1995. List any patterns that you notice. How is
each cycle similar? How is each cycle different?

2 Label the graph with an x for each solar maximum and
an m for each solar minimum.

3 From the graph, estimate the year when each cycle
started and when it ended. Calculate the length of each
cycle and the average length for the nine cycles shown.

4 Graph the data from Solar Cycle 23 below on your
sheets of graph paper.

Questions
Write your answers on a separate sheet of paper.

1 When did Solar Cycle 23 begin?

2 Did Solar Cycle 23 reach its solar maximum? If so, when
did this occur?

3 Based on the average you calculated for the other solar
cycles, when do you predict this cycle will end?

4 Can you predict when the next solar maximum might
occur? Explain your prediction.

 

  

   

   

   

                                            

Solar Cycle 23
Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec

1995 24.2 29.9 31.1 14.0 14.5 15.6 14.5 14.3 11.8 21.1 9.0 10.0
1996 11.5 4.4 9.2 4.8 5.5 11.8 8.8 14.4 1.6 0.9 17.9 13.3
1997 5.7 7.6 8.7 15.5 18.5 12.7 10.4 24.4 51.3 22.8 39.0 41.2
1998 31.9 40.3 54.8 53.4 56.3 70.7 66.6 92.2 92.9 55.5 74.0 81.9
1999 62.0 66.3 68.8 63.7 106.4 137.7 113.5 93.7 71.5 116.7 133.2 84.6
2000 90.1 112.9 138.5 125.5 121.6 124.9 170.1 130.5 109.7 99.4 106.8 104.4
2001 95.6 80.6 113.5 107.7 96.6 134.0 81.8 106.4 150.7 125.5 106.5 132.2
2002* 114.1 107.4 98.4 120.4 120.8 88.5 88.2 85.7 83.2 80.7 78.1 75.6
2003* 73.0 70.5 67.9 65.4 62.9 60.4 58.0 55.6 53.2 50.9 48.6 46.4

*Years 2002–2003 contain estimated and predicted values.

Year

Sunspot Cycles 1900–1995

Source: National Geophysical 
Data Center Sunspot Numbers Web site at:
www.ngdc.noaa.gov/stp/SOLAR/
SSN/ssn.html

Source: National Geophysical Data Center/Solar Terrestrial Physics at: 
ftp://ftp.ngdc.noaa.gov/STP/SOLAR_DATA/SUNSPOT_NUMBERS/


