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Thunder and Lightning

Taken by C. Clark. Released into the public domain by NOAA

Multiple cloud-to-ground lightning strikes captured in a time-lapse image near Norman, Oklahoma, March 1978.

Summer thunderstorms can be exciting to watch from inside a building. First, you see dark 
clouds gathering. Suddenly, you see a bolt of lightning. Then you hear the thunder. Kabooom! 
Finally, you see a lot of rain coming down. It's a good idea to wait inside rather than to go out 
during the storm. The storm will probably be over in about an hour but it's much safer inside 
than out.

The bright bolt of lightning you saw is really electricity. It is the same electricity that we use to 
power our lights and TVs. There is a lot of energy in a lightning bolt, enough to power a light 
bulb for about 100 days. The Earth receives several hundred millions of lightning bolts each 
year. This many lightning bolts add up to a vast amount of energy. 

People usually hear thunder soon after they see a bolt of lightning. You can use this fact to 
find out how far you are from the storm. As soon as you see a bolt of lightning, start counting 
the seconds. When you hear the thunder, stop counting. Every five seconds from the time you 
see the lightning bolt until you hear thunder equals about one mile. If you counted 10 
seconds, then the thunderstorm is about 2 miles away. If you see lightning but don't hear 
thunder, it means that the thunderstorm is more than 12 miles away. That's too far to hear the 
thunder.

Rain

ReadWorks.org · © 2017 ReadWorks®, Inc. All rights reserved.
© 2010 Elfrieda H. Hiebert. Some rights reserved. Used by Permission 



SummerReads: Thunderstorms - "Thunder and Lightning" and "Rain"

Taken by Marvin Nauman. Released into the public domain by FEMA.

People wait to be rescued from flooding caused by rain from a tropical storm in Kingfisher, Oklahoma, August 2007.

You already know that the water in lakes and rivers comes from precipitation. Precipitation is 
any form of water that falls from the sky such as rain and snow. A heavy rainfall can drop as 
much as two inches of rain per hour. How much water is that? Imagine if someone built walls 
around a football field and gathered all of the rainwater. If two inches of rain fell in an hour, 
you would have more than 70,000 gallons of water. That's enough water for you to fill a 
bathtub every single day for four years!

That may seem like a lot of water. But people need water for many other reasons than staying 
clean. We need water to drink and cook. Crops and animals need water too. All of this water 
comes from precipitation like rain. 

Of course, too much rain can cause problems. Floods happen when rain doesn't have enough 
time to flow into nearby rivers and lakes. One way to think about this is to observe what 
happens when you let water out of the bathtub. It takes time for all the water to leave the tub 
because the drain is too small for all the water to leave at once. 

Even when there is flooding, rain is not lost. Rain that falls in one state can be stored in the 
lakes and rivers of another state. Your next glass of water may come from rain that fell 
hundreds of miles from your home.
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