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What is the Butterfly Effect? 

By Laura Masciarelli 
 
 

 
 
Have you ever dreamed of time traveling? What if you could press a button 
and leap a THOUSAND years into the future? Or press another button and 
jump back several thousand years into the past? The world you end up in 
might look nothing like what you see today. TIME TRAVEL may sound fun. 
But have you ever seen it happen in a movie or TV show? If so, you know it 
could be very DANGEROUS.  
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[SPELL]  FUTURE 
[SPELL]  BUTTON 
[SPELL]  DREAMED 
[K] What is this lesson about, according to the title? THE BUTTERFLY 
EFFECT 
[K] If you time traveled, what might look nothing like it does today? THE 
WORLD 
[K] According to the paragraph, time travel may sound like ______. FUN 
[N] If you leaped a thousand years into the future, what year would it be? 
3026 (as of 2026) 
[SO] Name someplace you may have seen time travel happen. MOVIE, TV 
SHOW 
[O] What do you think of the idea of time travel? 
[O] Would you rather jump a thousand years in the future or a thousand 
years in the past? Why? 
 

 
CHARACTERS try to avoid changing even the smallest thing in time. That’s 
because small changes could have major CONSEQUENCES for the time 
they came from. Where does this idea come from? It’s based on the 
BUTTERFLY EFFECT. The butterfly effect is a common idea in science 
fiction today, but its roots are in real science.  
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[SPELL]  SMALLEST 
[SPELL]  COMMON 
[SPELL]  SCIENCE 
[K] When time traveling, who tries to avoid changing even the smallest 
thing? CHARACTERS 
[K] Small changes could have ______ consequences for the time they 
came from. MAJOR 
[K] The butterfly effect is a common idea in science ______. FICTION 
[PK] Besides a butterfly, can you name another insect that flies? MOTH, 
MOSQUITO, BEE, WASP, LADYBUG, FLY, DRAGONFLY, etc. 
[PK] What word used in the above paragraph means repercussions, 
results, or ramifications? CONSEQUENCES 
 
 
In 1972, a METEOROLOGIST named EDWARD LORENZ spoke at 
a convention. He asked an important question: “Does the flap of a 
butterfly’s wings in BRAZIL set off a tornado in TEXAS?” Did Lorenz really 
think the flap of a butterfly’s wings could start a tornado? No, of course not! 
His question was a METAPHOR. It explained how small changes and 
actions can lead to UNPREDICTABLE results. Today, the butterfly effect is 
still used in the study of weather.  
 
[SPELL]  CHANGES 
[SPELL]  REALLY​  
[SPELL]  ACTIONS 
[K] What career did Edward Lorenz have? METEOROLOGIST 
[PK] What does a meteorologist study? WEATHER 
[N] In what year did he coin the phrase “butterfly effect?” 1972 
[K] The important question Edward Lorenz asked was “Does the flap of a 
butterfly’s wings in Brazil set off a ______ in Texas?” TORNADO 
[K] The metaphor explains how small changes can result in ______ results. 
UNPREDICTABLE 
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[VAKT] Look at the map of the world and point to the country Brazil. 
 

 
https://www.mapsofworld.com/  

 
 
The idea at the heart of the butterfly effect today has reached far beyond 
the weather. Many people use it to explain how a small action can start a 
chain of events. Those events can lead to larger and unpredictable 
effects. For example, imagine you’ve traveled millions of years into the 
past. You’re walking through a swampy jungle, hiding from 
a VELOCIRAPTOR. A MOSQUITO lands on your arm and you swat it. You 
kill the bug. No big deal, right? It’s just one mosquito. 
 
[SPELL]  HEART 
[SPELL]  EXPLAIN 
[SPELL]  EXAMPLE 
[K] The butterfly effect explains how a small action can start a chain of 
______. EVENTS 
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[K] These events can lead to larger ______. EFFECTS 
[PK] What kind of animal was a velociraptor? DINOSAUR, REPTILE  
[PK] Can you name another type of dinosaur? T-REX, BRACHIOSAURUS, 
TRICERATOPS, etc. 
[K] The example is supposing a ______ lands on your arm. MOSQUITO 
 
 
Wrong! You’ve made a change that could have an unpredictable effect. 
Killing that mosquito could have had major consequences in 
mosquito EVOLUTION. That could cause them to be very different or not 
exist at all in the time you came from. How would that affect all other life on 
the planet? It’s unpredictable!  
 
[SPELL]  MAJOR 
[SPELL]  MOSQUITO 
[SPELL]  PLANET 
[K] Swatting a mosquito could have an ______ effect. UNPREDICTABLE 
[K] If you swatted the mosquito, it could have major consequences in 
mosquito ______. EVOLUTION 
[K] It could cause mosquitos to be very ______ in the future. DIFFERENT 
[O] How would you feel if someone in the past had swatted a mosquito and 
all mosquitos no longer existed?  
[VAKT] Watch this short of an example of the butterfly effect: 
https://www.youtube.com/shorts/lp4MBO7V_Mw  
[O] What do you think of the story in the video? 
 
 
But don’t worry, you don’t have to time travel to see EXAMPLES of the 
butterfly effect. Consider small actions you might take in your everyday life. 
For example, many people think about the butterfly effect when they’re 
thinking about how to treat others. How might saying something nice to a 
friend have a larger effect on them later in the day? How about years down 
the road? On the other hand, how might saying something mean or 
negative have a larger effect than you might think? 
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[SPELL]  MIGHT 
[SPELL]  SOMETHING 
[SPELL]  EXAMPLES 
[K] You don’t have to ______ ______ to see examples of the butterfly 
effect. TIME TRAVEL 
[K] Consider small actions you can take in your everyday ______. LIFE 
[K] Saying something nice to a friend might have a ______ ______ on them 
later in the day. LARGER EFFECT 
[O] Do you think one phrase said to a person could have an impact on 
them for their whole life? What do you think about that idea? 
[O] If you say something mean to a person early in the day, what larger 
effect could it have on them later? 
 
 
What about recycling a plastic bottle? Or planting a tree? How can those 
small actions lead to larger results? You may not be able 
to predict the effect these small actions can have. What other examples of 
the butterfly effect can you think of? Small changes today can 
have unpredictable consequences for the future. 
 
[SPELL]  PLASTIC 
[SPELL]  BOTTLE 
[SPELL]  PLANTING 

[K] Known | [SO] Semi-Open | [N] Number | [PK] Prior Knowledge | [VAKT] VAKTivity | [O] Open 



7 

[K] You may not be able to ______ the effect these small actions can have. 
PREDICT 
[VAKT] Watch another short video about the butterfly effect: 
https://www.youtube.com/shorts/NeaosuBsMfk  
[O] What are your thoughts about the possibility of changing the world with 
your small actions? 
 
 

 
https://concepto.de/efecto-mariposa/  

 
 
 
Laura Masciarelli teaches communication skills using S2C (Spelling to 
Communicate) methods at her Long Island based practice, Words At My 
Fingertips. She is also a physical therapist, specializing in primitive reflex 
integration. 
 
 
Sources: 
https://www.technologyreview.com/2011/02/22/196987/when-the-butterfly-e
ffect-took-flight/  
https://www.thoughtco.com/things-to-know-velociraptor-1093806  
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