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Learning About 
Weather 

Reading Comprehension Science Unit 
 

There are ten reading comprehension lessons in this unit, all based on weather. You will learn about: 

• meteorology 
• clouds 
• precipitation 
• ice storms 
• snow 
• rain 
• floods 
• lightning 
• thunder 
• sandstorms  

Each lesson will have short, informative text followed by comprehension questions based on what was 
read. It is suggested that a parent/teacher read the selection and ask the questions orally, answers can 
be given orally or written on notebook paper.  

You can also use this unit as a guide for a notebooking journal. The student can read the lesson text (or a 
parent/teacher can read it aloud) and use a notebooking page for written narration using the questions 
as writing prompts. This often works better for students who struggle with reading comprehension 
questions.  

Suggested vocabulary words are bolded. You can have your student look up the definitions to add to 
their science notebook.  

The Learning About Weather Science Unit is intended to be a supplement to your study of weather and 
meteorology and geared for grades 4-8. 

You will find answer keys in the index for each lesson.  
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Lesson One: What is Weather? 
What is weather? I’m sure you’ve wondered what the weather is like today, or what it is forecasted to 
be tomorrow, but how do you define weather? Basically, weather is the condition the air is in at a 
certain place at a point in time. We describe the weather when we talk about the clouds, precipitation, 
humidity, or the wind. Weather changes when conditions in the atmosphere change.  

Meteorology is the study of the earth’s atmosphere and the changes that cause the weather. When you 
think about it, meteorologists have a tremendously big job to do. They must monitor and track data 
from all over the world in real time. They have to know what is changing and the speed at which it’s 
changing. People rely on their forecasts not only to plan vacations or decide what day to go to the store, 
they also rely on them to warn of dangerous weather like hurricanes, blizzards, or severe storms.  

Meteorologists have many tools that help them with their forecasts. Barometers measure air pressure. 
Hygrometers measure humidity. Anemometers measure wind speed. Rain gauges let meteorologists 
know how much rain has fallen, and Doppler radar helps them track dangerous storms. 

 

Lesson One: Comprehension Questions 
1. How can you define weather?  

2. What is meteorology?  

3. Why is forecasting the weather important?  

4. What are some of the tools meteorologists have to help them forecast the weather? 
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Lesson Two: Evaporation 
One of the important steps in the water cycle is evaporation. Evaporation happens when a liquid or 
solid turns to a gas. When the sun heats the water, some of it evaporates and turns to water vapor. As 
the vapor travels higher into the atmosphere, it cools and forms water droplets through a process called 
condensation. Some of the water droplets, or ice crystals depending on weather conditions, collect into 
clouds.  

Clouds are almost always moving and changing shape, gaining or losing water droplets and being driven 
by the wind. Scientists name clouds based on what they look like, but rather than naming them after 
shapes (as is fun to do sometimes), scientists use Latin prefixes. A cloud with the prefix strato- looks like 
a blanket or sheet; a cloud with the prefix cumulo- looks like a pile of cotton. The prefix cirro- describes 
the curly, wispy clouds we often see high in the atmosphere.  

Stratus clouds are the clouds often connected to rainy drizzle. Cumulonimbus clouds can grow to be 
enormous, even reaching 60,000 feet (18,000 meters) from the base to the top. These clouds are often 
responsible for thunderstorms and even hail or tornadoes. 

 

Lesson Two: Comprehension Questions 
1. What is the process responsible for turning a liquid or solid to a gas?  

2. What is the process called when water vapor cools and forms water droplets?  

3. What does a cloud with the prefix cumulo- look like?  

4. What are the large clouds often responsible for thunderstorms called? 
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Lesson Three: Precipitation 
Now that we know how clouds form, let’s look at one of the ways clouds affect us. Precipitation is 
moisture that falls from clouds to the earth and can be in the form of rain, snow, sleet, ice, or hail. Two 
of these types of precipitation seem very similar and can be quite confusing to tell apart—sleet and hail.  

Sleet happens when rain or partially melted snowflakes fall from a high altitude and pass through 
below-freezing air close to the earth. This creates small, transparent, solid pieces of ice. Sleet is very 
small, less than .2 inches (5 millimeters) in diameter. Sleet can make a light pinging sound when it hits 
objects.  

Hailstones often start in thunderstorms as small frozen raindrops or snow pellets. Hail is larger than 
sleet, starting at .2 inches, but it can grow to be the size of an orange or bigger. Hail often grows large 
when it falls from a higher elevation but gets caught in an air current that forces it back up before it falls 
to the earth. The hail picks up more frozen layers on the way down, but this cycle can repeat many 
times. Hail can fall very quickly, even 22 miles (35 kilometers) per hour. It can be very damaging when it 
strikes people, animals, cars, windows, crops, or anything in its path. 

 

Lesson Three: Comprehension Questions 
1. What is precipitation?  

2. Name five types of precipitation.  

3. What is the main difference between sleet and hail?  

4. What is one reason hail can grow so large? 
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Lesson Four: Ice Storms 
An ice storm happens when precipitation such as ice or snow falls through a layer of warmer air and 
melts into rain before reaching the ground. If the ground and the thin layer of air above it are below 
freezing (32°F/0°C), they cause the rain to freeze when it hits the ground.  

As the rain freezes on everything it touches, layers of ice form. This can be extremely dangerous. One 
danger is the weight of the ice. If the weight builds up on power lines, it can bring them down and cause 
power outages. This can leave homes without heat in frigid temperatures. If the weight accumulates on 
trees, it can bring branches or even entire trees down, damaging whatever is in the path.  

Another danger is the slippery conditions ice makes on sidewalks, roads, and everywhere else. Plane 
tires can’t grip the runways. Automobile tires can’t grip the road. Even your shoes can have trouble 
gripping the ground you are trying to walk on! All of this can cause falls, accidents, and serious injuries. 

 

Lesson Four: Comprehension Questions 
1. What causes an ice storm?  

2. What temperature does water freeze at?  

3. What are two main dangers of an ice storm?  

4. Why are these dangers serious? 
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Lesson Five: Snow 
Now that we’ve looked at sleet, hail, and ice, let’s look at another type of precipitation. Snow begins 
with water vapor in clouds. The water vapor forms snow crystals, tiny crystals of ice. These ice crystals, 
as many as 100 at a time, come together and form snowflakes.  

Snow falls in many places all over the world, from the Arctic south to the Tropic of Cancer and from 
Antarctica north to the Tropic of Capricorn. The amount of snow that falls in any one place varies 
greatly. In 1921, Silver Lake, Colorado, received 76 inches (193 centimeters) of snow in just 24 hours.  

When cold Arctic air moves into a warmer area, moist air rises between the two air masses, forming a 
snowstorm. When this snow starts falling fast or blowing around because of high winds, a blizzard is 
born. Winds can blow at 35 miles (56 kilometers) an hour or more. The blinding snow makes it nearly 
impossible to see, leading to vehicle accidents. The terrible visibility and very low temperatures combine 
to create a dangerous situation for anyone outside. Blizzards can close roads and even shut down entire 
towns for days. 

 

Lesson Five: Comprehension Questions 
1. How does snow form?  

2. Where in the world does snow fall?  

3. How fast do the winds blow in a blizzard?  

4. What happens to visibility during a blizzard? 
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Lesson Six: Droughts 
Let’s look at one more type of precipitation—rain. Rain is simply precipitation in the form of drops of 
water. Rain is an important link in the water cycle. When an area receives less than average rainfall for a 
long period of time, a drought occurs.  

Droughts can cause a lot of damage. The first effect of a drought you probably think of is damage to 
plants. Entire crops of food can be lost. When droughts persist for years on end, such as they have in 
parts of Africa, starvation can follow. Very few people can grow food, and those who can sometimes 
charge more for it than the poor can afford. Because a drought means a lack of rainfall, streams and 
wells also dry up. Without food or water, people cannot survive.  

Fires are another danger caused by droughts. When the ground, grass, and trees are dry, wildfires can 
burn much more easily and spread more quickly. Wind erosion is another danger. When winds blow 
topsoil away from farmlands because it is dry and crumbled, the land left behind lacks the nutrients to 
grow good crops. This is what happened during the Dust Bowl in the early 1930s. Food became scarcer, 
causing prices to go up. Because this happened during the Great Depression, many people suffered 
extremely terrible hardships. 

 

Lesson Six: Comprehension Questions 
1. When does a drought occur?  

2. What are some of the effects of a drought?  

3. Where have some droughts lasted for years?  

4. Why is the risk for fires higher during a drought? 
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Lesson Seven: Floods 
Just like too little rain is a problem, so is too much rain. Floods happen when water covers an area it 
isn’t supposed to cover. They can happen when rivers and lakes overflow their banks or when storms 
blow ocean water in over land. Some floods are good things. They can be an important part of 
ecosystems and bring nutrients to parts of the land. But when floods happen in developed areas where 
people and homes are, they can cause a lot of damage.  

Flash floods are floods that happen very quickly. They can be caused by a lot of rain falling in an area at 
one time or by snow and ice that melts suddenly and runs into streams or rivers. Because they happen 
without much warning, they can be very dangerous. Moving flood waters can have the power to move 
people, cars, and even buildings.  

Hurricanes and similar storms cause a great deal of flooding along the coast. They bring a huge amount 
of water, called a storm surge, from the ocean that can quickly cover roads, towns, and anything else in 
the path. 

 

Lesson Seven: Comprehension Questions 
1. When is a flood a good thing?  

2. What is a flash flood?  

3. What causes a flash flood?  

4. What is the huge amount of water that a hurricane can bring called? 
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Lesson Eight: Lightning 
As we’ve already learned, cumulonimbus clouds are often responsible for storms. Lightning is one of the 
most incredible—and dangerous—parts of these storms. Lightning is electricity discharging from the 
clouds. There are many different types of lightning, and scientists classify them in different ways.  

One way to classify lightning is by its origin and the destination of the strike. If lightning travels from one 
point in a cloud to another point, it’s called intracloud lightning. This is the most common type of 
lightning. Another type of lightning is cloud-to-air lightning, which travels from the cloud to the air, just 
as its name tells us. Another type of lightning is cloud-to-ground lightning, which can hurt people or start 
fires, depending on where and what type of object it strikes.  

Another way to classify lightning is by what it looks like. Forked lightning looks like the branches, or 
forks, of a tree. Streak lightning appears in one single streak. Ribbon lightning looks like two streaks 
side by side. Sheet lightning lights up the entire sky, but the flash itself is hidden or too far away to be 
seen. Ball lightning is rare, but it can happen after a cloud-to-ground flash. It looks like a ball of 
electricity floating above the ground. 

 

Lesson Eight: Comprehension Questions 
1. What is lightning?  

2. What are two ways to classify lightning?  

3. What type of lightning travels from one point in a cloud to another point in the cloud?  

4. What kind of lightning looks like the branches of a tree? 
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Lesson Nine: Thunder 
When you think of lightning, you probably think about thunder, too, the sound that can follow it. But 
have you ever wondered what causes the sound? Lightning is hot—extremely hot. It can heat the air 
around it to 55,000°F (30,000°C), which is hotter than parts of the sun. All that heat causes the air 
pressure to rise very quickly. That sends a shock wave through the air, which creates the sound waves 
we hear as thunder.  

Thunder can sound different depending on the type of lightning it follows and how far away you are 
from the lightning. When several shock waves come from different parts of a lightning bolt, it sounds 
like a rumble. When forked lightning happens, the thunder can sound like a sharp crack.  

Light travels much faster than sound, which is why you see lightning before you hear thunder. During a 
storm, count the seconds between the lightning and the thunder. Then wait and count the seconds 
between the next flash of lightning and clap of thunder. If you do this several times in a row, you can tell 
if the storm is coming closer or moving away. If the time starts out close and then gets longer, the storm 
is moving away. If the time between groups of lightning streaks and thunder claps gets closer together, 
then the storm is coming closer.   

 

Lesson Nine: Comprehension Questions 
1. What is thunder?  

2. What causes thunder?  

3. What causes thunder to make a rumbling sound?  

4. Why do you see lightning before you hear thunder? 
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Lesson Ten: Sandstorm 
Let’s look at one more type of weather. When a windstorm strikes a dry, sandy place like a desert, it can 
cause the sand to whip and churn in the air. This is called a sandstorm. Sandstorms are similar to 
blizzards in the way they reduce the distance you can see in front of you. Because you can’t see where 
you are going, you can get lost without realizing it. Cars and planes can’t move. Sand can blow in your 
nose and mouth, making it hard to breathe. Harsh winds swirl the sand, topple trees, and knock over 
power lines. Animals that are outside are at great risk from a sandstorm as well, though God designed 
camels to survive amazingly well even in such harsh conditions. Their heavy eyelashes protect their eyes 
from the blowing sand like a heavy curtain, and they have the ability to squeeze their nostrils shut so 
sand doesn’t blow up their noses!  

Though sandstorms usually happen in deserts, they can happen on beaches and other dry places, too. 
They generally last a few hours, but they can last longer. Winds can blow 10 miles (16 kilometers) an 
hour or faster. Some reports say severe sandstorms can look like tsunamis on land. 

 

Lesson Ten: Comprehension Questions 
1. What is a sandstorm?  

2. What are some of the ways a sandstorm can be dangerous?  

3. How is a camel specially designed to handle sandstorms?  

4. Where do sandstorms usually happen? 
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Answer Key 
Lesson One: What is Weather? 

1. The condition the air is in at a certain place at a point in time 

2. The study of the earth’s atmosphere and the changes that cause the weather 

3. It helps people make plans and warns them of dangerous weather conditions such as hurricanes, 
blizzards, or severe storms 

4. Barometers, hygrometers, anemometers, rain gauges, and Doppler radar 

 

Lesson Two: Evaporation 

1. Evaporation  

2. Condensation  

3. A pile of cotton 

4. Cumulonimbus 

 

Lesson Three: Precipitation 

1. Moisture that falls from clouds to the earth 

2. Rain, snow, sleet, ice, hail 

3. Size; sleet is less than .2 inches (5 millimeters) in diameter, but hail is .2 inches (5 millimeters) in 
diameter or larger 

4. Hail can get caught in air currents that force it back up, causing it to pick up more frozen layers, 
before it finally falls to the earth 

 

Lesson Four: Ice Storms 

1. When precipitation such as ice or snow falls through a layer of warmer air, melts into rain, and then 
lands on ground that is below freezing  

2. 32°F/0°C 

3. The weight of the ice and the slippery conditions it causes 

4. Accumulating weight from ice can bring down power lines, branches, and trees, causing damage and 
power outages. Slippery conditions can cause falls, accidents, and serious injuries. Copyright © 2019  
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Lesson Five: Snow 

1. When water vapor in clouds forms snow crystals that combine into snowflakes  

2. From the Arctic south to the Tropic of Cancer and from Antarctica north to the Tropic of Capricorn 

3. 35 miles (56 kilometers) an hour or more 

4.  It is greatly reduced, causing a very dangerous situation 

 

Lesson Six: Droughts 

1. When an area receives less than average rainfall for a long period of time  

2. Damage to plants, starvation, lack of water, fire, and wind erosion 

3. Parts of Africa 

4. When the ground, grass, and trees are dry, wildfires can burn much more easily and spread more 
quickly  

 

Lesson Seven: Floods 

1. When it brings nutrients to parts of the land 

2. A flood that happens very quickly  

3. A lot of rain falling in an area at one time or snow and ice melting suddenly and running into streams 
or rivers 

4. Storm surge 

 

Lesson Eight: Lightning 

1. Electricity discharging from clouds 

2. By its origin and the destination of the strike or by what it looks like 

3. Intracloud lightning 

4. Forked lightning 
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Lesson Nine: Thunder 

1. The sound that can follow lightning 

2. Lightning heats the air, which causes the air pressure to rise and send a shock wave that creates 
sound waves 

3. When several shock waves come from different parts of a lightning bolt 

4. Light travels much faster than sound 

 

Lesson Ten: Sandstorm 

1. What is a sandstorm?  

2. What are some of the ways a sandstorm can be dangerous?  

3. How is a camel specially designed to handle sandstorms?  

4. Where do sandstorms usually happen?  
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