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Natural Disasters 
Reading Comprehension Science Unit 

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

• Volcanoes 
• Earthquakes 
• Tsunamis 
• Landslides & Avalanches 
• Cyclones 
• Typhoons 
• Hurricanes 
• Blizzards 
• Floods 
• Droughts 

 

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 Natural Disasters Reading Comprehension Science Unit is intended to be a supplement to your study 
of natural disasters and geared for grades 4-8. 

You will find answer keys in the index for each lesson.  
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Introduction: 
A disaster is something that happens very quickly and causes a great deal of damage. When a disaster is 
caused by changes in the earth or the weather, we call it a natural disaster. Disasters happen for many 
different reasons, and we’re going to explore a few of those reasons and what the results of these 
natural disasters can be.  

 

Lesson One: Volcano 
We’ll start with disasters that come from changes in the earth, or in the case of volcanic eruptions, from 
deep within the earth. The eruption begins far beneath the surface, usually anywhere from 30 to 120 
miles (50 to 200 kilometers) deep. Molten rock, called magma, starts rising through the surrounding 
rock and collects in a magma chamber. In time, the chamber becomes full, and the magma must find 
somewhere to go. If it makes its way to the surface, it starts to seep or spit out through a vent. When 
magma reaches the surface, it is called lava. Depending on how much pressure has built up, this can be 
a slow, gentle lava flow or a gigantic explosion of gas, ash, and lava.  
 
Not only is the hot lava extremely dangerous, but the ash that can be blown into the atmosphere can 
affect people and animals far away. In 1883, Krakatau in Indonesia erupted with such force that people 
heard it about 3,000 miles (4,800 kilometers) away. It also caused a tsunami with waves 130 feet (40 
meters) high that killed tens of thousands of people.  

 

Lesson One: Comprehension Questions 
1. Where do volcanoes usually begin?  

2. What is the molten rock called?  

3. Where does the molten rock collect?  

4. What are some of the dangers from a volcanic eruption? 
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Lesson Two: Earthquake 
To understand earthquakes, we need to look below the surface of the earth again. The earth is made of 
layers, with the crust being the hard, rocky layer on top. Next is the mantle. Because there is much more 
heat and pressure in the mantle, the rock isn’t solid. It is more like a very thick liquid that flows and 
moves. The mantle is very thick, and the crust floats on top of the upper mantle. The crust and upper 
mantle together make a hard shell that is made of pieces called plates or tectonic plates. You can get a 
picture in your mind by imagining a hard-boiled egg. If you tap the shell lightly, it cracks but doesn’t 
break completely apart. All those jagged edges between the pieces of the shell are like the edges 
between the plates in the earth’s crust. Those edges are called faults.  

As the plates float on the rest of the mantle, the land moves. An earthquake happens any time the outer 
shell of the earth moves suddenly, even if it’s not along a major fault line. Many of the world’s most 
serious earthquakes happen at the faults between plates. Sometimes, the plates slide right past each 
other, but other times, they get stuck. The pressure keeps building and building as they try to slide 
apart, and eventually, that pressure causes the ground to give way and shift. 

Some earthquakes are minor, and we don’t feel them at all. Others are severe and can release as much 
energy as 10,000 atomic bombs exploding. The Richter scale is used to measure the intensity of an 
earthquake. The stronger the earthquake is, the more damage it can do. One of the strongest 
earthquakes in recorded history happened in southern Chile in 1960 and was given a 9.5 on the Richter 
scale. Most of the danger from an earthquake isn’t from the land itself moving but from everything that 
happens because of the earth moving. Buildings can crack and tumble. Bridges, power lines, and 
anything that stretches across where the ground breaks can be torn apart. Tsunamis, landslides, and 
avalanches can happen. When things like gas lines break, fires are more likely.   

 

Lesson Two: Comprehension Questions 
1. What is the uppermost layer of the earth called?  

2. What are the pieces of earth made from the crust and upper mantle called?   

3. When can an earthquake happen?  

4. What are some of the dangers from an earthquake? 
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Lesson Three: Tsunami 
A tsunami is a powerful series of ocean waves that can be caused by an earthquake, landslide, or 
volcanic eruption. Normal ocean waves are caused by the wind. Other kinds are made by large objects, 
such as ships, passing through the water. Imagine how much water could be moved if an earthquake 
shifts the sea floor. That’s one way a tsunami can get its start.  

The waves start in the open ocean. As the sea floor pushes up, it pushes the water above it up with it. 
The waves start to move through the ocean toward land. As they get closer to land, they start to come 
up against the rocks under the water that form the part of the land we can’t see. As the water pushes 
against the rocks, it builds up higher and higher, sometimes three times as high as when it began. By the 
time the wave reaches the land, it can be enormous. One of the worst tsunamis in history happened on 
December 26, 2004, after a 9.1 magnitude earthquake struck off the coast of Sumatra in Indonesia. The 
island was devastated, with entire villages washed away.  Walls of water up to 30 feet (9 meters) high 
struck India and Sri Lanka two hours later, even though they were 750 miles (1,200 kilometers) away. 
Seven hours later, waves from the tsunami struck the Horn of Africa on the other side of the Indian 
Ocean, 1,800 miles (3,000 kilometers) away. Because the waves can move at hundreds of miles per 
hour, they can affect places far from the earthquake or event that triggered them.   

 

Lesson Three: Comprehension Questions 
1. What is a tsunami?  

2. Where do tsunami waves start?  

3. When did one of the worst tsunamis in history happen?  

4. How fast can tsunami waves move? 
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Lesson Four: Landslide & Avalanche 
When loose rock or dirt slides down the steep slope of something such as a hill or mountain, it is called a 
landslide. They happen whenever gravity and other forces pull harder on the rock and dirt than the 
forces that are holding the rock and dirt in place. Landslides can be caused by earthquakes or volcanic 
eruptions, but they can also happen when heavy rains force the rocks and dirt down the slope. If enough 
rock and dirt move, they can bury roads and even buildings.  

Scientists define avalanches in different ways, but the most common way to define an avalanche is snow 
moving down a mountain in a mass. There are three main kinds of avalanches. Dry snow avalanches are 
made of powdery snow and air. They can move faster than 100 miles (160 kilometers) per hour. Wet 
snow avalanches are denser and usually move more slowly. Slab avalanches are the kind you 
sometimes see in movies where a large piece of snow breaks loose and slides down a mountain. These 
slabs of snow can move at 80 miles (130 kilometers) an hour with enough power to level trees and 
anything in their path, including homes and villages.  

Heavy winds, tremors in the earth, and explosions can all trigger avalanches. In World War I, avalanches 
were even used as weapons. Troops fired artillery into areas where the snow was loose in order to cause 
avalanches that would stop or kill the other soldiers. 

 

Lesson Four: Comprehension Questions 
1. What is a landslide?  

2. When do landslides happen?  

3. What is an avalanche?  

4. What are three types of avalanches? 
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Lesson Five: Cyclone 
Just like natural disasters can happen when there are changes in the earth, they can also happen when 
there are changes in the weather. One serious type of weather is a cyclone. When we use the word 
cyclone, we usually mean a spiral-shaped windstorm. There are many different types of cyclones.  

Most tornadoes are very strong, small cyclones. The wind can blow more than 300 miles (480 
kilometers) an hour in some cases. The worst kinds of tornadoes form in very large, strong 
thunderstorms called supercells. They happen when there is warm, moist air near the ground and cool 
air above it and when the winds at higher elevations are different from the winds at lower elevations in 
just the right combination of speed and direction. This causes the winds to swirl around the center of 
the tornado.  

The United States has more tornadoes than any other country. A strip of land called Tornado Alley in 
the middle of the country has more tornadoes on average than any other part of the country. The 
tornadoes there are fueled by moisture that comes from the Gulf of Mexico. Most tornadoes do not last 
very long and move at less than 35 miles (55 kilometers) per hour, but they can destroy homes, uproot 
trees, and throw vehicles and buildings like they were practically weightless. Because they can happen 
very suddenly, people do not always have time to prepare and get someplace safe from a tornado.  

 

Lesson Five: Comprehension Questions 
1. What is a spiral-shaped windstorm?  

2. How hard can tornado winds blow?  

3. What do the worst kinds of tornadoes form in?  

4. How fast do most tornadoes move? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Copyright © 2019 Homeschool Giveaways www.homeschoolgiveaways.com 

http://www.homeschoolgiveaways.com/


 

 

Lesson Six: Typhoon 
The tropics is the region between the equator and the Tropics of Cancer and Capricorn. Cyclones here 
feed off the warm, humid air above the warm oceans. When the winds become greater than 74 miles 
(119 kilometers) an hour, a tropical cyclone is formed. As tropical cyclones travel, they are called by 
different names.  

A tropical cyclone that moves into the Northwest Pacific Ocean is called a typhoon. When they move 
into the North Indian Ocean, they are called severe cyclonic storms, and when they move into the 
Southwest Pacific and Southeast Indian Oceans, they are called severe tropical cyclones. When they 
move into the North Atlantic Ocean, the Caribbean Sea, the Gulf of Mexico, or the Northeast Pacific 
Ocean, they are called hurricanes.  

Typhoons can happen at any time of year, but they are most common in the summer. Severe cyclonic 
storms happen most often in May and November. The tropical cyclone season in the South Indian 
Ocean, South Pacific Ocean, and Australia is December to March. The most common time for a 
hurricane is in the summer and early fall. 

 

Lesson Six: Comprehension Questions 
1. Where are the tropics located?  

2. Where would you find a typhoon?  

3. Where would you find a severe tropical cyclone?  

4. Where would you find a hurricane? 
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Lesson Seven: Hurricane 
Let’s take a closer look at hurricanes and how they form. The winds of a hurricane can blow at almost 
200 miles (320 kilometers) per hour and swirl around a quiet area called the eye. The eye can be 10 to 
40 miles (14 to 64 kilometers) wide. The winds that surround the eye are called the eyewall and are the 
most severe.  

A hurricane starts as a tropical disturbance. During this time, moist air rises and cools, turning into 
drops of water that form clouds. Some of these clouds can be extremely large. The clouds pour down 
heavy rain, but if conditions are just right, the moisture just keeps reforming into more clouds. The next 
stage is a tropical depression. In this stage, winds begin to swirl slowly around a low-pressure area. As 
the pressure continues to drop, the winds blow faster and cause more water to evaporate into the 
clouds. If the winds start blowing at more than 38 miles (61 kilometers) an hour, it becomes a tropical 
storm. By now, if you look down on the storm from above, you can see its circular shape. Swirling 
around the center is a column of warm air. The warmer it gets, the more the pressure falls. The more 
the pressure falls, the more the wind blows. The more wind that blows, the more water evaporates, and 
the more water that evaporates into the storm, the more it feeds the storm. Once the wind speed grows 
to more than 74 miles (119 kilometers) an hour, it is a hurricane.  

Hurricanes cause terrible damage with not only their winds but also torrential rain, floods, and storm 
surge, the sea or ocean water they bring ashore. Unlike tornadoes, hurricanes last a very long time, 
usually 3 to 14 days, and can travel thousands of miles. Scientists classify hurricanes on a scale of 
intensity. Category 1 hurricanes have the slowest wind speeds and the least powerful storm surge. 
Category 5 hurricanes are the strongest and most dangerous of all hurricanes. 

 

Lesson Seven: Comprehension Questions 
1. How wide can the eye of a hurricane be?  

2. What are the four stages of a hurricane?  

3. What are some of the dangers of a hurricane?  

4. How do scientists classify the strongest type of hurricanes? 
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Lesson Eight: Blizzard 
To find our next type of natural disaster, we need to head way up north to the Arctic because that is 
where blizzards usually start. Arctic air moves south into an area that is not as cold. The cold air is heavy, 
and where it meets warmer, moist air, it causes the warmer air to rise. The place where the air masses 
meet is called a cold front.  

As the air is pushed higher, a snowstorm results. When strong winds combine with heavy falling or 
drifting snow, you get a blizzard. Blizzards are extremely dangerous because they reduce visibility, how 
far and how clearly you can see in front of you. A blizzard has winds of 35 miles (56 kilometers) per hour 
or more, temperatures as low as 10°F (-12°C), and visibility less than 500 feet (150 meters). A severe 
blizzard happens when the temperature drops below 10°F (-12°C), winds blow harder than 45 miles (72 
kilometers) per hour, and visibility is near zero. A ground blizzard happens when no new snow is falling 
but the temperatures and wind speed are at blizzard level and the winds blow snow that has already 
fallen.  

The cold temperatures, low visibility, and snow all make blizzards very dangerous. Trees and power lines 
can be blown down, and travel is almost impossible. If a traveler gets caught in a blizzard, he can be 
stranded for hours. One of the worst blizzards in American history happened in 1888 when a blizzard hit 
New York City and other areas in the east. In one night, 10 inches (250 millimeters) of snow fell just in 
New York City, and it didn’t stop until 22 inches (55 millimeters) of snow had fallen. Other areas received 
40 to 50 inches (1,000 to 1,250 millimeters) of snow. In New York, the winds were so bad that they 
gusted up to 80 miles (130 kilometers) per hour, which is stronger than a hurricane, and some places 
had snow drifts up to 50 feet (15 meters) high. 

 

Lesson Eight: Comprehension Questions 
1. Where do most blizzards start?  

2. What is the place where the cold air and warm air meet called?  

3. What is the difference between a blizzard a severe blizzard?  

4. What is a ground blizzard? 
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Lesson Nine: Flood 
When you think of a flood, you probably think of too much rain, but there are many ways an area can 
get too much water. A flood happens any time water spills over its normal boundaries and covers an 
area that is usually dry land. Sometimes, floods are the result of strong storms that deposit more rain 
than the rivers or lakes can handle at one time. Other times, snow or ice melt suddenly and flood a river 
or stream. When a small stream or river floods very quickly and unexpectedly, it’s called a flash flood.  

Floods can also happen because of ice jams, when moving ice blocks a river and keeps the water from 
flowing. This has happened to the Danube and Neva Rivers in the past and caused serious floods. 
Sediments can also cause flooding. Sediment is the sand and gravel that a river carries. Some rivers, like 
the Huang He (Yellow River) in China, have more sediment washing into them than they can deliver to 
the ocean. Because of this, the sediment settles along the banks of the Huang He, but that makes the 
river narrower and makes it even harder for the river to carry all its water.  

Floods can also be caused by water a hurricane or tsunami brings ashore. Floods of any kind can be very 
dangerous because moving water is more powerful than it seems. It has the ability to move people, 
vehicles, and even buildings. 

 

Lesson Nine: Comprehension Questions 
1. What is a flood?   

2. What are some causes of floods?  

3. What is a flash flood?  

4. What is sediment? 
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Lesson Ten: Drought 
When an area has too much water, floods can happen. When an area doesn’t get enough water, 
droughts can be the result. A drought happens when an area receives less than average rainfall for an 
extended period that causes a water imbalance in the area. The imbalance happens because more water 
is lost in evaporation and transpiration (the process plants use to give off water) than is being replaced 
by rain. This causes damage to crops, lack of water in streams and lakes for animals, dry conditions that 
make wildfires more likely, and water shortages for people.  

Droughts have caused famines and hardships throughout the world. They happened in the United States 
during the Dust Bowl of the 1930s, in India and north China in the 1870s, and in numerous places 
throughout Africa. Droughts still happen today, and years of ongoing drought in Africa have led to much 
sickness and starvation. Droughts dry the soil, which can then more easily blow away in the wind. When 
the good soil is gone, crops have a harder time growing, even after the drought is over.  

Moisture of any kind, whether in bodies of water or just in plants themselves, helps slow wildfires. 
Because everything during a drought is exceptionally dry, wildfires can start more easily and burn a 
much larger area. Parts of California have seen numerous wildfires that have destroyed homes and 
businesses. A wildfire in Australia, where it is called a bushfire, burned in southeastern Victoria in 2009. 
Another series of bushfires burned in New South Wales in 2013. 

 

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

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

3. Why are droughts bad for the soil?  

4. Why do droughts make wildfires worse? 
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Answer Key 
 

Lesson One: Volcano 

1. Between 30 to 120 miles (50 to 200 kilometers) beneath the surface of the earth 

2. Magma  

3. In a magma chamber 

4. Hot lava, gas, ash, and tsunamis  

 

Lesson Two: Earthquake 

1. The crust 

2. Plates (tectonic plates) 

3. Any time the outer shell of the earth moves suddenly 

4. Buildings can crack and tumble; bridges, power lines, and anything that stretches across where the 
ground breaks can be torn apart; tsunamis; landslides and avalanches; fires 

 

Lesson Three: Tsunami 

1. Powerful series of ocean waves caused by an earthquake, landslide, or volcanic eruption  

2. In the open ocean  

3. December 26, 2004 

4. Hundreds of miles per hour  

 

Lesson Four: Landslide & Avalanche 

1. When loose rock or dirt slides down the steep slope of something such as a hill or mountain 

2. When gravity and other forces pull harder on the rock and dirt than the forces that are holding the 
rock and dirt in place 

3. Snow moving down a mountain in a mass 

4. Dry snow avalanches, wet snow avalanches, and slab avalanches  
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Lesson Five: Cyclone 

1. Cyclone 

2. More than 300 miles (480 kilometers) an hour 

3. Supercells (very large, strong thunderstorms)  

4. Less than 35 miles (55 kilometers) per hour 

 

Lesson Six: Typhoon 

1. Between the equator and the Tropics of Cancer and Capricorn  

2. In the Northwest Pacific Ocean 

3. Southwest Pacific or Southeast Indian Ocean 

4. The North Atlantic Ocean, the Caribbean Sea, the Gulf of Mexico, or the Northeast Pacific Ocean 

 

Lesson Seven: Hurricane 

1. 10 to 40 miles (14 to 64 kilometers) 

2. Tropical disturbance, tropical depression, tropical storm, hurricane 

3. Winds, torrential rain, floods, and storm surge  

4. Category 5 

 

Lesson Eight: Blizzard 

1. The Arctic  

2. A cold front 

3. A blizzard has winds of 35 miles (56 kilometers) per hour or more, temperatures as low as 10°F (-
12°C), and visibility less than 500 feet (150 meters). A severe blizzard happens when the temperature 
drops below 10°F (-12°C), winds blow harder than 45 miles (72 kilometers) per hour, and visibility is near 
zero. 

4. When no new snow is falling but the temperatures and wind speed are at blizzard level and the winds 
blow snow that has already fallen 
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Lesson Nine: Flood 

1. Any time water spills over its normal boundaries and covers an area that is usually dry land 

2. Too much rain (strong storms that deposit more rain than the water system can handle), sudden snow 
or ice melt, ice jams, too much sediment, water a hurricane or tsunami brings ashore  

3. When a small stream or river floods very quickly and unexpectedly 

4. Sand or gravel that a river carries  

 

Lesson Ten: Drought 

1. When an area receives less than average rainfall for an extended period that causes a water 
imbalance in the area; more water is lost in evaporation and transpiration than is being replaced by rain  

2. Damage to crops, lack of water in streams and lakes for animals, dry conditions that make wildfires 
more likely, and water shortages for people  

3. The good soil dries out and blows away, making it harder for crops to grow even after the drought is 
over 

4. Moisture of any kind, whether in bodies of water or just in plants, help slow wildfires 
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