
 
 

STORY  

Tornadoes, Floods Ravage Large Parts of the U.S. 

5/6/2011 

http://www.pbs.org/newshour/extra/features/world/jan-june11/binLaden_05-03.html  

Estimated Time: One 45-minute class period with possible extension  

Student worksheet included (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 some examples of “Extreme Weather”? 

2. What causes a river to flood? 

3. What causes a tornado? 

READING COMPREHENSION QUESTIONS 

1.  What happened in Alabama recently? 

In Alabama and other parts of the South, a record number of tornadoes spawned by a huge line of 

thunderstorms wrecked entire towns, killed hundreds and left thousands homeless. 

2. How does a tornado form? 



The Tuscaloosa tornado formed out of a supercell thunderstorm, which is a large and long-lived 

storm that contains a rising current of air called an updraft. That updraft is generally formed by 

the mixture of warm and cold air, which often results in different wind speeds at the top and 

bottom of the supercell cloud. The difference in wind speeds, called wind shear, causes the cloud to 

rotate horizontally. 

Rising air in the thunderstorm creates a vertical, rotating mass called a funnel cloud. 

Sometimes, funnel clouds stay in the air and never touch the ground as tornadoes. However, when 

they do touch the ground, they can travel very quickly, picking up dust and debris and turning very 

dark in color. 

3. What is a floodplain? 

An almost flat area near water that is likely to flood. 

4. What happens if someone’s home is flooded and they don’t have insurance? 

People who don’t have flood insurance in the U.S. generally receive assistance from the federal 

government if the president and their state’s governor declare a disaster area. 

5. What is FEMA? 

The Federal Emergency Management Agency 

6. What did the Army Corps of Engineers do to save the town of Cairo, Illinois? 

The massive Mississippi floods put millions of residents in danger, so the Corps faced a choice: 

either allow the river to inundate the town of Cairo, Illinois, or dynamite one of the nearby levees 

called Bird’s Point to flood farmland in Missouri instead. They decided to breach the levee and 

flood the farmland, including about 90 homes. The move brought the river level near Cairo down 

from 62 feet to 60 feet and also relieved some of the flooding downstream. 

The Corps of Engineers may have to breach more levees in the coming days to keep the Mississippi 

from flooding more towns. Residents in areas flooded by levee breaches generally have about a 

week to pack up their homes and farms and prepare for the water. 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

1. How can people prepare for the natural disasters described in this story? 

2. Has your community ever experienced a flood or a tornado?  If so, what happened?  If not, what are 

some natural disasters that people near your home prepare for? 

3. Why do some people buy flood insurance and others do not? 

4. If you were in a town and heard that a tornado was coming, what would you do?  How do you find 

websites with good information about what to do in an emergency? 
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