
LESSON PLAN 5

Tsunamis
Students must understand how earthquakes cause tsunamis. If they live
in or visit a coastal area prone to tsunamis, they should be prepared to
go inland and uphill to high ground.

Key Terms and Concepts

coast
earthquake
evacuation
high ground

Purpose

To have the students use their knowledge and research to identify
and share science and safety information on tsunamis

Objectives

The students will—
• Use the KWHL chart on In the Know to guide group research on

tsunamis.

• Conduct research to classify, gather and share information on
tsunamis.

• Read The Big Wave by Pearl S. Buck to discover cultural informa-
tion about areas where tsunamis occur and write character studies
to describe the experience. (Linking Across the Curriculum)

• Research to find and share information about past tsunamis.
(Linking Across the Curriculum)

• Research the 2004 Indonesian Sumatra Tsunami, and the earth-
quake which caused it, to create an audiovisual presentation
designed to promote tsunami safety. (Linking Across the
Curriculum)

• Use a map or globe to identify the Ring of Fire and point out
areas in the United States and its territories that are at risk of
experiencing a tsunami.

• Determine whether they live in a tsunami-risk zone.

• Read and discuss articles about safe escapes from tsunamis to
determine what is necessary for public education.

• Use the Background and online resources to identify and classify
actions during a tsunami as safe or unsafe.

• Create and disseminate a class education product for tsunami
safety.

Earthquakes 
6–8

Earthquake Safety
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inland
Ring of Fire
sea level
tsunami

tsunami detection
tsunami WARNING
tsunami WATCH
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• Use the class product to help families discuss safe actions in case of a
tsunami WARNING and to disseminate safety information throughout
the community. (Home Connection)

• Use the Internet to research and conduct a roundtable discussion on
tsunami detection and warning programs run by the government.
(Linking Across the Curriculum)

• Explain the adage “Better safe than sorry” and identify situations that
could prove the adage true. (Linking Across the Curriculum)

• Experience the tsunami detection system online and discuss the
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration’s response for
tsunami safety. (Linking Across the Curriculum)

• Use the Internet to research tsunami devastation. (Linking Across the
Curriculum)

Activities

“Tsunami 411”

“Go to High Ground”
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Materials

• In the Know, 1 copy per
student

• Chart paper and markers

• Internet and/or media center
access for research

• Tsunami Science and Safety
(from the Background), 1 copy
per group

• The Big Wave by Pearl S. Buck
(Harper Collins 1947, 1976)
(Linking Across the
Curriculum)

“Tsunami 411”

SET UP 10 minutes CONDUCT 60 minutes, plus research and 

presentation

Science: Earth Science; Language Arts: Reading and Research

1. Write the word “TSUNAMI” in large, bold letters on the chalkboard.
As students enter the class, distribute In the Know and provide time for
individuals or small groups to write down everything they know about
tsunamis.

2. As the students complete the first three columns of their KWHL charts,
ask them to transfer their information to the three class charts: “What
We Know,” “What We Want to Know” and “How We Can Find Out.”
Remind the students not to duplicate information if others have already
included facts, questions or resources that they have also listed.

3. After all the students have added to the class lists, tape them at the front
of the class. As whole group, divide the information (“What We Know”)
and questions (“What We Want to Know”) into categories. For example:

• Information from “What We Know” could be categorized under
where or when tsunamis occur, what a tsunami can do or the
2004 Indonesian Sumatra Tsunami.

• Questions from “What We Want to Know” could be categorized
under similar topics, such as the physics of wave formation and
travel; the speed of a tsunami wave; the technology for detecting
tsunamis; or education about tsunami safety.

List the categories on separate sheets of chart paper.

4. Next, divide the class into small groups, based on the categories
devised. As a class, discuss the resources available, those listed on In
the Know and the additional resources suggested on the class chart.
Allow time for group research with Tsunami Science and Safety in the
Background to Earthquakes, class science and geography texts, the
Internet, the library and the media center.
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TEACHING NOTE KWHL is an acronym for a teaching approach that builds on
past knowledge to advance learning. Students can work individually or in small
groups to begin the KWHL process. Label each of three sheets of chart paper with
one of the phrases that compose the acronym KWHL: “What We Know,” “What We
Want to Know” and “How We Can Find Out.” Later, the students will complete
“What I Learned.”
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Wrap-Up

As students conduct their research, have them keep track of the
information they find using the fourth column of In the Know.
Have the groups share the information for their assigned cate-
gories on chart paper entitled: “What We Learned:
___________________ (category).” Ask each group to present
its findings and describe the resources used.

As a class, apply the following questions to assess the research:
• Were all questions answered clearly and adequately? Explain.

• Was “misinformation” discovered in the “What We Know”
column and corrected?

• Were the resources the students consulted reliable? Why or why
not?

Linking Across the Curriculum

Language Arts: Reading and Writing
Either read to the class or have the students read The Big Wave,

by Pearl S. Buck. This short book about a tsunami that destroys a village in
Japan provides an excellent view of culture and coping with a natural
disaster. Have the students write character studies for the people in the
story. Challenge some students to include the volcano and the tsunami as
important characters as well.

Science: Earth Science; Social Studies: History
Assign small groups to research past tsunamis to better under-
stand these natural phenomena. Tsunamis to consider: Chile,
1960; Alaska, 1964; New Guinea, 1998; Indonesia, 2004.
Questions to answer:

• Where and how did the tsunami originate?

• How far did the wave travel?

• Which areas were affected?

• Was there warning?

• What was the damage?
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TEACHING NOTE Points to include in a character study:
• Introduction to the main points about the character—name, physical attrib-

utes, family, etc.
• Ways the character developed or changed throughout the story
• Personal viewpoint of the character, supported by examples of actions or

quotes
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Science: Earth Science; Social Studies: History and Geography;
Language Arts: Research and Presentation

The Indonesian Sumatra Tsunami that occurred on December
26, 2004, was one of the most devastating ever in terms of loss
of life, economic loss and ecological damage. Invite interested
students to create an audiovisual presentation of the tsunami,

using it as an impetus to promote tsunami safety. The following Web sites
are excellent resources: Center for Tsunami Research at http://nctr.pmel
.noaa.gov/sumatra20041226.html and the College of Earth and Mineral
Science at http://homepage.mac.com/demark/tsunami/.
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Materials

• World map or globe

• Internet access or copies of
news printouts

• Tsunami Safety (from the
Background), 1 copy per
student

• Chalkboard and chalk or chart
papers and markers

“Go to High Ground”

SET UP 5 minutes CONDUCT 60 minutes, plus research time

Science: Health; Social Studies: Geography; Language Arts: Reading

and Discussion

Although tsunamis can occur in the Atlantic Ocean, they may be considered
a lower threat because there are fewer earthquakes. The Indian Ocean had
not had a tsunami since the 1800s until the devastating 2004 tsunami hit
Indonesia and surrounding areas. With this occurence, however, people are
beginning to work toward a global warning system for tsunamis, not just a
Pacific Basin system.

1. Write the list on the chalkboard of the U. S. states and territories that
could be threatened by a tsunami. When the students have found each on
a large world map or globe, draw a circle that encompasses the Ring of
Fire. (An excellent map from the U. S. Geological Survey can be found
at http://pubs.usgs.gov/gip/dynamic/fire.html.)
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TEACHING NOTE Tsunamis can occur in the United States and its territories in
coastal areas. These include California, Oregon, Washington, Alaska, Hawaii and
United States territories within the Pacific Basin—Guam, Northern Marianas and
American Samoa.
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2. Next, have the students explain whether or not they live within the Ring
of Fire. If so, you are in a tsunami-risk zone.

Image courtesy of the U.S. Geological Survey

3. Tsunamis can be devastating, but you can stay safe. Divide the class
into two groups. Have one group read and discuss “10-Year-Old
Honored For Saving Lives In Tsunami” from KPIX TV at http://cbs5
.com/topstories/local_story_307175210.html. Have the other read and
discuss “Knowledge can save many lives—Disaster Lessons” from the
Medical News Today at http://www.medicalnewstoday.com/
printerfriendlynews.php?newsid=32174.

4. Come together as a whole group to discuss the articles.
• What do the two stories have in common? (In both instances,

lives were saved because of prior knowledge. Both the young
British girl, Tilly Smith, and the Simuelue villagers read the
clues about what was coming and knew to run immediately to
high ground.)

• How were the stories different? (Tilly Smith had learned about
the warning signs and safety steps for a tsunami in a formal
geography class. The Simuelue villagers had the story and how
to stay safe passed down to them by survivors of the 1907 earth-
quake-induced tsunami.)

• Why did so many others die all around the Indian Ocean? (There
was no official warning system. When warning calls were made,
many were ignored or people did not know what to do or where
to go to stay safe. Geography may have been a factor, since
people had to travel quite a way to get to high ground.)

• What can be learned from these stories? (There needs to be a
better system for detecting and warning people about possible
tsunamis. People need to be better educated about warning
signals and what to do in case of a tsunami. People should not
worry about false alarms, but be willing to go to high ground
immediately if they live in a tsunami-risk zone AND if there’s
been a very large local earthquake, or if a tsunami WARNING
has been issued for a tsunami generated some distance away.)

Masters of Disaster® Earthquakes, Earthquake Safety, Lesson Plan 5/Tsunamis
Copyright 2007 The American National Red Cross

Visit the American Red Cross Web site 
at www.redcross.org/disaster/masters



Earthquakes 
6–8

LESSON PLAN 5

Tsunamis

5. Distribute the Tsunami Safety section in the Background to
small groups of students. Challenge them to use the informa-
tion and other resources to create posters, brochures, slide
shows or other presentations aimed to help vulnerable

communities stay safe in case of tsunamis.

Tsunami Safety Sites:
• The American Red Cross: Tsunami, at http://www.redcross.org/

services/disaster/0,1082,0_592_,00.html

• The National Weather Service: West Coast and Alaska Tsunami
Warning Center, at http://wcatwc.arh.noaa.gov/tsunamiready/
safety1.pdf

• The National Weather Service: What You Should Do, at
http://www.nws.noaa.gov/om/brochures/tsunami6.htm

Wrap-Up

Reserve time for small group tsunami safety presentations. 

As students present their information and education products,
discuss and observe for accuracy, clarity and completeness as
well as appearance and presentation.

As a class, judge the group products and determine which ideas should
become part of a class product used to educate the school community and
students’ families. Implement the class ideas to create a product that can be
distributed throughout the community.

Home Connection

Have students share the class tsunami safety product with their
families. Invite family members to help disseminate the informa-

tion through work or community groups in which they participate.
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TEACHING NOTE If your school is in a tsunami-risk area, conduct a practice of
Drop, Cover and Hold On followed by a tsunami evacuation. Follow the school’s
planned route or other predesignated evacuation routes. Remind students that, in
case of a real tsunami, they might be waiting several hours in their safe place.
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Linking Across the Curriculum

Social Studies: Government
The federal government is working to improve
tsunami protection in the United States and the world.

Ask interested students to find out more about the international tsunami
detection and warning system, using the Fact Sheet from the Office of
Science and Technology Policy at http://www.ostp.gov/html/
TsunamiFactSheet.pdf. The students will continue online research based on
the key components, data and resources cited there. Have the group present
their findings in a roundtable discussion entitled “Are We Ready: Tsunami
Detection and Warning Worldwide.” If possible, invite community emer-
gency responders to join the dialogue.

Science: Earth Science and Health; Social Studies: Government and
Geography; Mathematics: Charts and Graphs

Let students experience the tsunami detection system at work.
As a class, visit the Pacific Tsunami Warning Center at
http://www.prh.noaa.gov/pr/ptwc/bulletins.htm to access and
discuss the latest seismic events and the response of the National

Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration.

Language Arts: Writing; Science: Health; Fine Arts: Visual Arts
Tsunami WATCHES and WARNINGS are not perfect. Often, one beach
experiences a tsunami, while another nearby does not. A locally generated
tsunami could occur after a 20-second earthquake or 5 minutes of quaking.
Have the students explain how the adage “Better safe than sorry” applies to
tsunamis. As a class, create a list of occasions when the adage could prove
true.
For example:

• Not studying for a spelling test because it might snow tomorrow.

• Not taking your raincoat or an umbrella because the weather
forecast is not always right.

• Not getting your flu shot this year because you didn’t catch the
flu last year.

• Not looking carefully when you cross the alley because cars
don’t usually come that way.

• Not testing your smoke alarms because you just put in a new
battery a couple of months ago.

Have the students illustrate warning signs based on statements from the
class list and titled entitled “Better Safe Than Sorry.”

Masters of Disaster® Earthquakes, Earthquake Safety, Lesson Plan 5/Tsunamis
Copyright 2007 The American National Red Cross

Visit the American Red Cross Web site 
at www.redcross.org/disaster/masters



In the Know
Page 1 of 1

Name ________________________________________________________________________

IN THE KNOW
Masters of Disaster® Earthquakes, Earthquake Safety, Lesson Plan 5/Tsunamis

Copyright 2007 The American National Red Cross

Visit the American Red Cross Web site 
at www.redcross.org/disaster/masters

Directions: It’s important to understand the science of tsunamis in order to under-
stand how to stay safe. Before you begin to learn about tsunamis, complete the K-W-H
columns of the chart below to see just how much you already know and what you want
to learn. Then, conduct research to complete the L column.

K
What I KNOW

W
What I WANT to Know

H
HOW I can find what I

want to learn

L
What I LEARNED

NOAA: Tsunami 
http://www.tsunami

.noaa.gov/

USGS: Tsunami
http://walrus.wr.usgs.gov/

tsunami/index.html

Note: NOAA=National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration; USGS=U.S. Geological Survey



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


