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WHAT KIND OF CLOUD AM I SEEING?
Meteorologists are like weather detectives! They look for clues in the sky to figure out 
what the weather is going to do. Clouds can give meteorologists some big clues. They are 
made of water droplets or ice crystals. Here are some of the most common clouds, and 
what they might mean for the weather ahead. 
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HOW DO TORNADOES FORM?
Conditions are ripe for tornadoes when the air becomes very unstable, with 
winds at different altitudes blowing in different directions or at different 
speeds—a condition called wind shear. The first result is a large thunderstorm.

Inside the huge thundercloud, warm and humid air is rising, while cool air is 
falling, along with rain or hail. All these conditions can result in rolling, spinning 
air currents inside the cloud. Although this spinning column of air starts out 
horizontal, it can easily go vertical and drop down out of the cloud. When it 
touches the ground, it’s a tornado . . . and a big problem to anything in its path.

The winds inside the spinning column of some tornadoes are the 
fastest of any on Earth. They have been clocked at over 300 miles per 
hour! Sometimes the spinning column of air lifts off the ground, then 
touches down again some distance along its path. It seems all very willy-
nilly and makes you wonder “why them and not us?” Or, just “why us?”
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WHERE IN THE ATMOSPHERE DOES WEATHER HAPPEN?
Without our atmosphere, life on our planet wouldn’t be possible! It keeps 
oxygen close to the ground so we can breathe easy and protects us 
from the harsh rays of the sun. But did you know that compared to the 
size of the Earth, the atmosphere is tiny? If the Earth was the size of an 
apple, the atmosphere would only be the size of the skin on an apple! 

Our atmosphere can be broken up into layers. The layer closest to the ground 
is called the troposphere. That’s where almost all our weather takes place! 
The troposphere stretches from the ground to 9 miles up in the sky. After 
that, it is too stable for weather to happen! That’s why thunderstorm clouds 
are flat on top. It’s like they’ve hit an invisible ceiling! When they hit the top 
of the troposphere they can’t go any farther up, so they start spreading out.  
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HOW IS LIGHTNING MADE?
Lightning is made when hailstones and ice crystals bounce around inside a 
thunderstorm cloud. As they bounce and hit they build up different electrical 
charges inside the cloud. When the charges build up too much, lightning strikes!

When Thunder Roars, Go Indoors! 

Did you know that the safest place to be during a lightning storm is inside a building 
with a roof and walls? Cars with metal roofs are safe too! Never stand under a tree 
during a storm. Make sure you go all the way inside, too. Lightning can still zap 
people through the ground if they are on a concrete slab or if they are in a garage.

Lightning facts 

• Lightning is really fast! It travels at the speed of light- 670,000,000 mph!
• Every second there are 44 lightning strikes happening somewhere on Earth.
• Lightning is so hot that when it strikes, it heats up the air around it so fast 

it makes a big rumbling noise! That noise is what we call thunder. Lightning 
makes thunder.
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WEATHER JOKES
What is the ice cream cone’s favorite kind of weather?
Sprinkles!

What bow can’t be tied?
A Rainbow!

Did you hear about the cow that got 
picked up by the tornado?
It was an udder disaster! 

Why did the woman go outside and hold 
open her purse?
She heard there was going to be a change 
in the weather!

What did the tornado say to the car?
Wanna go for a spin?

What did the cloud say to the lightning bolt?
You’re shocking! 

WEATHER WORD SEARCH
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MAKE YOUR OWN BUBBLING SLIME CUMULUS CLOUD! 
Did you know that cumulus clouds 
bubble up in the sky due to instability 
in the atmosphere? Sometimes you can 
see cumulus clouds bubble into big 
cumulonimbus thunderstorm clouds when 
the air inside the cloud is warmer and 
more humid than the air around it. 

Here’s how to make your very own 
bubbling cumulus cloud out of slime! 

What you’ll need: 

3 cups or jars    1 cup lukewarm water   
60 milliliters vinegar   1 tray     
1/2 tsp borax     1/2 cup Elmers Glue
Food coloring    1 tsb baking soda

1. Take a cup or jar and add 1 cup of lukewarm water. Stir in 1/2 tsp of borax 
and set aside

2. Take a second cup or jar and pour in 60 milliliters of vinegar
3. Grab one teaspoon of your borax and water solution and add it to your 60 

millileters of vinegar and set aside. 
4. Grab your last cup or jar and mix together 1/2 cup of Elmers Glue, Food 

coloring, and 1 tsp of baking soda. 
5. Set your colored glue mixture on a tray for easy clean-up
6. Pour your vinegar mixture into your glue mixture and stir! As you stir, your 

bubbling slime cumulus cloud should erupt!

For fun, don’t forget to dump your slimy cloud onto the tray and start playing 
with your slime mixture. It will start to harden up into a fun colored slime you 
can play with for the rest of the day!
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1978-79 Blizzard
The blizzard of 1978 brought more 
than 19 inches of snow to Grand 
Rapids. It also created a wall of white in 
Muskegon, which picked up 30 inches 
of snow in four days. Wind gusts 
hitting 42 mph helped blow the snow 
off roofs, but many schools didn’t 
reopen for days and more than 125,000 
vehicles were abandoned in the storm.

BIG WEATHER EVENTS IN WEST MICHIGAN

Standale Tornado
On April 2 & 3, 1956, the strongest 
tornado in West Michigan’s history 
ripped across Hudsonville and
Standale, killing 17 and injuring 340.
The F5 tornado is known as the 
Hudsonville/Standale tornado and was 
on the ground for more than 50 miles.
There were two other 
significant tornadoes that day. 
An F4 touched down in Saugatuck, 
destroying the lighthouse before 
ripping a damage path to Holland 
that measured nine miles long.

2013 Flooding
an you believe the water from the 
Grand River in Grand Rapids rose 
so high that fish could be seen 
swimming outside of people’s 
windows? The flood of 2013 was 
one of the biggest ever with the 
Grand River peaking on Sunday, 
April 21, 2013 at 21.85 feet! 
The flood was caused by an ice jam, 
which means big chunks of ice stacked 
up and made it hard for the water to 
flow downstream. Ice jams can cause 
water from rivers to climb outside of 
its banks quickly!
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Derecho 1998
Big wind events don’t have to be 
caused by a tornado. Sometimes we 
can get super wind storms called 
“Derechos” that can produce wind 
gusts well over 100 mph! Unlike 
tornadoes, these storms usually move 
in like a line and can knock out power 
to our entire viewing area for weeks! 
The Derecho of 1998 was so powerful 
it destroyed  250 homes and 34 
businesses, and damaged over 12,000 
homes and 800 businesses. About 
860,000 customers lost electrical 
power. This was a new historical record.

2016 Tornadoes
Most tornadoes in West 
Michigan are usually small and 
isolated. They generally 
spin up suddenly and lift 
quickly. But that’s not what happened 
on the afternoon of Aug. 20, 2016. 
Over the course of about two hours, 
a huge storm system gave rise to a 
rash of twisters spanning six counties.
Luckily, there were no injuries reported 
anywhere in West Michigan - in part 
because of early warnings from the 
National Weather Service and people 
staying inside.

Kalamazoo Tornado 1980
A strong F3 tornado tore right 
through the middle of downtown 
Kalamazoo, blowing out windows 
and wrecking buildings. It was such 
a strong tornado, and it traveled 
through such a populated area, that 
it ended up killing five people and 
causing an estimated $50 million 
in damages. After this tornado, 
Kalamazoo County installed several 
new tornado sirens so that people 
wouldn’t be caught off guard the next 
time a tornado touches down. 




