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Supernova 'Star Guts' Give Clues to Galaxy Evolution 
 
11/16/2010  
http://www.pbs.org/newshour/extra/features/science/july-dec10/supernova_11-16.html  
 
Estimated Time: One 45-minute class period with possible extension  
Student Worksheet (reading comprehension and discussion questions without answers) 
 
 
PROCEDURE  
 
1. WARM UP  
Use initiating questions to introduce the topic and find out how much your students 
know.  
 
2. MAIN ACTIVITY  
Have students read NewsHour Extra's feature story and answer the reading 
comprehension and discussion questions on the student handout.  
 
3. DISCUSSION  
Use discussion questions to encourage students to think about how the issues outlined in 
the story affect their lives and express and debate different opinions. 
 
INITIATING QUESTIONS  
 

1. What are stars? 
 

2. What is astronomy? 
 

3. Why do scientists study what happens in outer space? 
 

 
READING COMPREHENSION 
 

1. What is the first star explosion to be studied from the beginning?  
Supernova 1987A 
 

2. What important elements do scientists believe originate from exploding stars? 
Oxygen, carbon and iron in the human blood 
 

3. Why are scientists studying the “star guts” of SN1987A and what are they hoping 
to discover? 



To see how the energetic event impacts the environment around the 
supernova and how that interaction might be representative of the other 
supernovae in the universe.  

 
4. What is a supernova? 

A “supernova” is simply a fancy name for the explosion that marks the end 
of a star.    

5. After exploding, what happens to a star?  
An exploding star ends up either as a neutron star that is as dense as an 
atomic nucleus and the size of a big city, or it ends up as a black hole where 
gravity is so strong, even light cannot escape.   

6. What is the name of the recent supernova that may have turned into a black hole? 
SN1979C 
 

7. How big are the stars that become supernovae?  
Most supernovae occur in very large stars that are unable to support their 
own weight -- at least nine times the size of our sun. 

8. When and where did Supernova 1987A explode?  
It exploded about 150,000 light years away from Earth in the Large 
Magnetic Cloud, the nearest galaxy to the Milky Way.  

9. When was the Hubble telescope initially launched?  
1990 
 

10. What are the so-called “string of pearls” surrounding SN1987A? 
The pearls are made up of gas material that the star released before 
exploding. In the time since the explosion, the supernova’s emissions have 
been illuminating these balls of gas. 

 
DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

1. Do you think it’s important to study phenomena in space like supernovae and 
black holes? Why or why not? 

2. Why do you think ‘backyard astronomers’ like the one who found this supernova 
are often the first ones make discoveries? Have you ever looked through a 
telescope? How would you be able to tell whether a something new had appeared 
in space? 

3. Why does it take light from an exploding star so long to reach Earth? Why is it 
impossible to know everything that is going on in space in ‘real time’? 

4. What methods do scientists have for observing phenomena that occur millions of 
lightyears away?  
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