
Adult Guidance
Night and Day International

Sunrise and Sunset times
Sunrise and sunset times vary depending on the time of the year and whether the clocks are changed to 
save daylight.  The sunrise time was averaged and rounded from the general UK sunrise time in January 
(around 8 am) to July (around 4.30 am). Similarly the sunset time was rounded from the average in 
January (4pm) to July (9pm). If children want to investigate this further there is a Taskit activity suggested.

Time Zones
Before mechanical clocks, each city and country would have kept time using amongst other things sundials. 
However, these were different for each settlement. When mechanical clocks first started to become 
widespread in the 19th Century, time began to become a lot more regulated with cities beginning to use 
some form of local mean solar time. However the apparent and mean solar times could differ due to the 
Earth’s orbit and its tilted axis.

Greenwich Mean Time (GMT) was established in 1675 and the Royal Observatory in Greenwich was built 
to aid mariners to determine longitude at sea. This was to provide a standard reference time even though 
each city kept their own local time.

Two forces drove first standard times within countries and then throughout the world:

1. The advent of railroads meant that some form of standardised time became necessary in order to 
create and maintain timetables. Different local times was prohibitive to that.

2. The increase in communication across the world resulted in the need for an adoption of a standard time 
and synchronisation of clocks worldwide.

GMT Versus UTC
Since 1972 all official time services have signals synchronised to UTC which is a form of atomic time 
that includes leap seconds. Atomic clocks are adjusted because the rate of rotation of the Earth is not 
constant. Most nations now use UTC time and not the hourly offshoots from GMT as in the past. Hence 
the fact that the world time zones are not neat vertical lines down the globe. Some countries do not use 
hour deviations but 15 minutes (Nepal) or 30 minutes (Australia) deviations.

Gaining and Losing Time
If children have had experience of flying abroad they will be aware of changing their watches or the time 
being different and having to adjust. Children who have not travelled abroad may still have experience 
of this – for example, calling relatives in other countries. It is important that children understand that day 
and night take place at different times and therefore when travelling, an adjustment to the local time is 
necessary. The other issue that might come up is how countries that appear close to one another are in 
different sides of the time zone (i.e. one is – hours and the other + hours). It needs to be remembered 
that at the end of the day the Earth is a globe and therefore in order to have standardised time and days 
the decision (which is ultimately arbitrary as is GMT) had to be made. 
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