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Teacher’s paper 

How the World could end 
 
Stories of the end of the world have fascinated humanity since the beginning of time. The 
story of Noah and the Flood is found in many countries, and it is the story of how one world 
ended and a better one started afterwards. The story of Ragnarök, in Viking mythology, is 
more tragic: after the battle between the gods and the giants, only humans will survive. 

These stories of the end of the world are based on legends, not science. Scientists have for a 
long time studied how the world will end, and unfortunately they say that there are a lot of 
different ways. From giant volcanoes to exploding suns and meteorites from space, we’re 
lucky the Earth hasn’t already been destroyed. 

There are volcanoes, and then there are supervolcanoes. When a supervolcano erupts, 
scientists think it is a thousand times more violent than a normal one. Humans have never 
seen one, as the last we know of occurred 27,000 years ago in New Zealand. These eruptions 
drop rocks and fire on an area as large as Europe. The most dangerous effect, however, 
comes from the gases that they eject into the atmosphere. The gas would spread out around 
the globe, forming clouds that would remain for up to 80 years. These clouds would reflect 
the sun’s rays, stopping heat from reaching the surface. Temperatures would fall rapidly, 
making plants in fields die and causing world hunger. These conditions could even lead to an 
ice age.  

From a danger inside the Earth to one far outside it. The Sun provides the energy for almost 
all of life on Earth, but all good things come to an end. When the Sun’s time comes and it 
starts to run out of fuel, its centre will collapse. At the same time, the outer part will grow 
outwards, expanding until it grows enough to surround the planets of Mercury, Venus, and 
maybe even the Earth. Luckily, this won’t happen for another 5 billion years. 

Can humans bring about the end of the world? Many scientists believe that this is a very real 
danger. Ever since the first factories were created in the 1800s, humans have changed the 
balance of the atmosphere. Factories and cars produce carbon dioxide, which has caused 
global temperatures to rise. Scientists warn of a tipping point – a temperature beyond which 
the problem can no longer be turned back. If we reach this tipping point, the oceans could 
boil and life on Earth would be impossible. 

Scientists believe that extinction is natural. They calculate that 99.9% of all species that have 
ever inhabited Earth are extinct. When will Humanity’s time come? And when it does arrive, 
will at least some of us manage to survive?  
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Answer all questions. 10 marks 

A. Answer the following questions.       (4 marks) 

a. The story of Ragnarök… 

i. …is scientific fact. 

ii.  …is about how one world ended and a better one started. 

iii.  …is about the battle between gods and giants. 

iv. …is about the battle between gods and humans. 

b. What comes out of the Earth in an eruption and could lead to a new ice age? 

_______________________________________________________________ 

c. Name two of the planets mentioned in the article. Note: the Sun is not a planet. 

___________________ ___________________ 

d. When did humans start changing the balance of the atmosphere?  

_______________________________________________________________ 

B. Match the numbers to what they represent.    (2 marks) 

a. 1,000 times ____ i. The number of years the clouds could remain in the 
atmosphere, blocking the sun. 

b. 27,000 ____ ii.  The number of years since the last supervolcano 
eruption. 

c. 80 ____ iii.  The size of a supervolcano eruption compared to a 
normal one. 

d. 5 billion ____ iv. Number of years in the future when the sun will 
explode. 

C. State whether the following statements are True (T) or False (F).  (4 marks) 

a. The story of the Flood was known by the Vikings.  TRUE / FALSE 

b. The last supervolcano eruption happened in Europe.  TRUE / FALSE 

c. When the Sun runs out of energy, it will grow in size a lot.  TRUE / FALSE 

d. 99.9% of all species on Earth have become extinct  
because of human activity.    TRUE / FALSE
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