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Unit 1: Researching Natural Disasters: Physical Impact

Common Core State Standards addressed: RI.5.4, RI.5.8, SL.5.4, SL.5.6, L.5.2a, L.5.2c, and L.5.4a

  Guiding Questions and Big Ideas:

How do natural disasters affect the people and places that experience 
them?
■	 Natural disasters can devastate people and places.

How can we prepare for a natural disaster?
■	 We can prepare for a natural disaster by learning about what to do in the event of a natural

disaster and preparing an emergency preparedness kit.

What will your student be doing at school?

In Unit 1, students build background knowledge about natural disasters to understand how they 
affect the places that experience them. In the first half of the unit, they research natural disas-
ters in expert groups, focusing on answering the question: “How do natural disasters affect the 
people and places that experience them?” Students work with a variety of sources, including 
videos, informational texts, and websites, as they investigate their group’s natural disaster and 
learn about how to stay safe during it. As they research, they think about how authors use rea-
sons and evidence to support particular points, identifying which reasons and evidence support 
which point(s). For the mid-unit assessment, students read a new text about a natural disaster, 
explaining how reasons and evidence support points the author makes, and identifying which 
reasons and evidence support which point(s).

The second half of the unit opens with a Science Talk, allowing students to share their research 
about the natural disaster they studied in the first half of the unit, and draw conclusions about 
ways to stay safe during one. Throughout the rest of the unit, students plan, draft, and revise 
a public service announcement (PSA), explaining how to stay safe during the natural disaster 
they researched. As they write, they consider how to ensure their PSA is appropriate for the 
task, purpose, and audience, and learn how to use commas to set off words and phrases as a 
technique to engage the audience. Students also learn how to use punctuation to separate items 
in a series. For the end of unit assessment, students record their PSA and edit a paragraph for 
correct use of commas and semicolons.

Working to become effective learners is a habit of character that is emphasized in this unit. 
Students practice showing perseverance, collaborating, taking responsibility, and taking initia-
tive as they work in expert groups and write their PSAs. Students also continue to work to con-
tribute to a better world by applying their learning to help the community by explaining how to 
stay safe during a natural disaster in their PSAs.
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The Language standards that students will focus on in this unit require them to:

■	 L.5.2a: Use punctuation to separate items in a series.

■	 L.5.2c: Use a comma to set off the words yes and no (e.g., Yes, thank you), to set off a tag
question from the rest of the sentence (e.g., It’s true, isn’t it?), and to indicate direct address
(e.g., Is that you, Steve?).

■	 L.5.4a: Use context (e.g., cause/effect relationships and comparisons in text) as a clue to the
meaning of a word or phrase.

Using Punctuation in a Series

A series is a list of similar things that come one after another in a sentence.

Rule 1: Use a comma to separate each item in the series.

Examples:

These storms can bring destructive winds, icing, sleet, and freezing rain.

Before the blizzard, make sure you have an emergency kit, dress warmly, and have extra  
blankets in case you lose power.

Rule 2: Use a semicolon to separate each item in the series when they already include commas. 
This avoids confusion between the listed items.

Example:

Some major blizzards in the United States include the Great Blizzard of 1888, March 11–13,  
1888; the Chicago Blizzard of 1967, January 26-27, 1967; and the Storm of the Century,  
March 12–15, 1993.

Using Commas to Set Off Words and Phrases

Writers use commas to set off words and phrases like the words yes or no, a question, or a direct 
address. They include these words and phrases in their writing to emphasize a point and to 
engage the audience.

Rule 1: Use a comma to set off the words yes or no.

Example: Yes, even kids can prepare for blizzards.

Rule 2: Use a comma to set off a tag question from the rest of the sentence.

Example: Blizzards sound scary, don’t they?

Rule 3: Use a comma to indicate direct address.

Example: New Yorkers, be sure to think about how to stay safe during a blizzard!

How can you support your student at home?
■	 Read informational texts (e.g., books, articles, and websites) about natural disasters.

■	 Watch movies or documentaries about the impact of natural disasters.

■	 Analyze how an author uses reasons and evidence to support particular points in a text.

■	 Analyze which reasons and evidence support which point(s) in a text.
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Unit 1: Homework

In Unit 1, homework focuses on research reading and correctly using commas and semicolons.

Research reading: Your student is expected to independently research the topic by reading 
topic-related books of his or her choice for approximately 20 minutes each day and responding 
to a prompt of choice in the front of the independent reading journal. These are usually books 
your student will bring home from school; however, they may be topic-related books chosen by 
the student at the public or home library. Prompts for independent reading can be found in the 
homework materials provided.

Choice reading: If your student would also like to independently read and respond to a book of 
free choice, he or she may use the back of the independent reading journal. Prompts for inde-
pendent reading can be found in the homework materials provided.

Vocabulary logs:

In the front, students record new academic vocabulary: words you might find in informational 
texts on many different topics. For example, the words challenges, questions, and explain are 
words that could be found in books on any topic.

■	 In the back, students record new topical vocabulary: words about a particular topic. For
example, the words tadpoles, frogspawn, and amphibian are words that would be found on
the topic of frogs.

Lesson Lesson Content Homework Practice Due In Anticipated Date

1 Students are introduced to the 
module topic, natural disasters, 
and begin to engage with the 
guiding questions. 

1.  Research reading and
answering prompt

1.  Teacher will check inde-
pendent reading journals
strategically.

2 Students begin working in 
expert groups to research 
natural disasters. They develop 
research questions, and then 
watch a video and take notes 
about their natural disaster.

1.  Research reading and
answering prompt

1.  Teacher will check inde-
pendent reading journals
strategically.

3 Students continue their 
research by reading an 
informational text about their 
group’s natural disaster.

1.  Research reading and
answering prompt

1.  Teacher will check inde-
pendent reading journals
strategically.

4 Students closely read a text 
about why communities should 
be prepared for natural disas-
ters, explaining how the author 
uses reasons and evidence to 
support particular points in 
a text, and identifying which 
reasons and evidence support 
which point(s).

1.  Language Dive Practice:
“How Well Is Your
Community Prepared?”

2.  Research reading and
answering prompt

1. Lesson 6

2.  Teacher will check inde-
pendent reading journals
strategically.
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Lesson Lesson Content Homework Practice Due In Anticipated Date

5 Students continue to research 
their natural disaster by read-
ing a website and gathering 
information about how to stay 
safe during the disaster they 
are studying.

1.  Research reading and
answering prompt

1.  Teacher will check inde-
pendent reading journals
strategically.

6 For the mid-unit assessment, 
students read a new text about 
a natural disaster. They analyze 
the points the author makes, 
and the reasons and evidence 
that support these points.

1.  Research reading and
answering prompt

1.  Teacher will check inde-
pendent reading journals
strategically.

7 Students participate in a 
Science Talk, discussing how 
natural disasters affect the peo-
ple and places that experience 
them.

1.  Research reading and
answering prompt

1.  Teacher will check inde-
pendent reading journals
strategically.

8 Students listen to example 
PSAs to understand charac-
teristics of the format. They 
analyze a model PSA more 
closely, generating criteria for 
an effective PSA.

1.  Research reading and
answering prompt

1.  Teacher will check inde-
pendent reading journals
strategically.

9 Students plan the key points of 
a PSA that explains how to stay 
safe during the natural disaster 
they researched in the first half 
of the unit. They then write the 
introduction of their PSA.

1.  Research reading and
answering prompt

1.  Teacher will check inde-
pendent reading journals
strategically.

10 Students write the body and 
conclusion paragraphs of their 
PSA. They also learn how to 
use punctuation to separate 
items in a series.

1.  Using Punctuation in a
Series

2.  For ELLs: Language Dive
Practice: Model PSA Script

3.  Research reading and
answering prompt

1. Lesson 12

2. Lesson 12

3.  Teacher will check inde-
pendent reading journals
strategically.

11 Students learn how to use 
commas to set off words and 
phrases. They revise and edit 
their PSAs, focusing on task, 
purpose, and audience.

1. Using Commas

2.  Research reading and
answering prompt

1. Lesson 12

2.  Teacher will check inde-
pendent reading journals
strategically.

12 & 13 For the end of unit assessment, 
students record their PSAs and 
edit a paragraph for commas 
and semicolons. Prior to 
recording, they practice per-
forming their PSAs, thinking 
about how to emphasize key 
points.

1.  Research reading and
answering prompt

1.  Teacher will check inde-
pendent reading journals
strategically.
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Independent Reading

Directions: Remember to record responses to research reading in the front of your inde-
pendent reading journal and responses to choice reading in the back. Try to choose a dif-
ferent prompt each time.

Record any new vocabulary in your vocabulary log. Remember, academic vocabulary is 
recorded in the front, and domain-specific vocabulary (words about the topic) is recorded in 
the back. Mark vocabulary found during independent reading with a symbol—for example, 
an asterisk (*).

Record:

• Date
• Title and author of your reading book
• Pages you have read
• Prompt
• Response

Example:

Date: 03/06/2017

Book Title and Author: Eight Days: A Story of Haiti by Edwidge Danticat

Pages Read: the entire book

Prompt: What is a theme of the text? What are some details to support the theme?

Response: A theme is that imagination and memories can get you through hard times. Some 
details to support the theme are that each day he is trapped under his house, Junior imagi-
nes playing a different game or doing something fun with his family and friends. For exam-
ple on the first day he imagines playing marbles with his friends.
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Independent Reading Prompts

Consider using the following independent reading prompts*:

• What is the impact of the natural disaster described on humans?
• What is a theme of the text? What are some details to support that theme?
• How do the illustrations contribute to the meaning, tone, and beauty?
• What questions do you now have after reading? What would you like to learn more about?

Why?
• What are the most important facts you learned from reading?
• What is the most interesting fact you learned today? Why?
• How does what you read today connect to something you have learned in lessons?
• Choose one new word from your reading today and analyze it on a vocabulary square:

Definition in your own words Synonyms (words that mean the same)

Words with the same affix or root Sketch

*Some of the prompts will not be appropriate for the text students are reading. Invite students to choose a prompt that works for the text they 
have just read.
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Language Dive Practice: “How Well Is Your Community Prepared?”
Name:      Date:     

1. Look at the scrambled sentence below from “How Well Is Your
Community Prepared?” Write it in the correct sequence:

like the Federal 
Emergency 
Management 
Agency (FEMA)

can take 
days to 
arrive at the 
scene.

and the 
American 
Red Cross,

But these 
organizations,

___________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________

2. Complete the sentence frame and then sketch the sentence:

It can take days to _______________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________.

Sketch this sentence
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3. Underline the statement that could be evidence that relief
organizations can take days to arrive with help after a natural
disaster happens:

Some relief efforts started in Haiti the day after the earth-
quake in 2010.

Natural disasters often strike suddenly and without much
warning.
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Using Punctuation in a Series
Name:      Date:   

A series is a list of similar things that come one after another in a 
sentence.
• Use a comma to separate each item in the series.
• Use a semicolon to separate each item in the series when they

already include commas.

Directions: Add commas or semicolons to separate the items in the 
series in each sentence.
1. I have never experienced a tornado earthquake or volcano.
2. Earthquakes can cause tsunamis landslides and volcanic

eruptions.
3. Three of the deadliest tsunamis happened on December 26,

2004 July 17, 2006 and March 11, 2011.
4. Make a plan so you know what to do before during and after a

natural disaster.

Directions: Think of three words to describe your natural disaster. 
Write a sentence on the lines below using those three words. Use 
commas or semicolons to separate the items in the series.

Example: Blizzards are cold, wet, and snowy.

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________
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Language Dive Practice: Model PSA Script

1. Write the scrambled excerpt from the Model PSA script in the
correct sequence.

in case you 
lose power.

Before the 
blizzard,

have an emergency kit, 
dress warmly, and have 
extra blankets 

make sure 
you

___________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________

2. On the lines below, list three things you did after school today:

A. ________________________________________________________________

B. ________________________________________________________________

C. _________________________________________________________________

3.  Complete the following sentence frame, separating each item
listed above with a comma.

After school today, I _____________________________________________,

___________________________________________________________________

and ______________________________________________________________.

Sketch this sentence:
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Using Commas
Name:      Date:   

Writers use commas to set off words and phrases like the words 
yes or no, a question, or a direct address. They include these words 
and phrases in their writing to emphasize a point and to engage the 
audience.
Use a comma to:
• set off the words yes or no.
• set off a tag question from the rest of the sentence.
• indicate direct address.

Directions: Add commas to set off words or phrases in each sentence.
1. We should put together a disaster kit shouldn’t we?

2. Floridians be sure you are prepared for hurricanes.

3. Yes I have experienced a tornado.

Directions: The paragraph below is an introduction to a PSA about 
preventing another natural disaster, floods. Help the writer edit her 
work by placing commas and semicolons in the right places. There are 
five punctuation marks missing.

Floods can happen anywhere. Yes even near you! Preparing for one is 
a good idea isn’t it? Before a flood, put together a disaster kit make 
a communication plan and tell an adult if you hear a flood warning. 
Neighbors please be sure you are prepared for a flood!




