
Our planet is changing all the time. Some 
changes to the Earth happen quickly. In 
a matter of seconds, an earthquake can 
cause the ground to shift. Over a few hours, 
a big rainstorm can cause a flood. Other 
changes to the landscape happen very 
slowly. Over millions of years, moving water 
washes away soil and rock, wind moves 
sand and dust, and the landscape gets 
reshaped into something new.

Extreme weather can cause fast changes 
to happen to an area. A volcano is a tall 
mountain with an opening at the top. From 
time to time, it can erupt and release hot 
lava from underground. As the lava flows 
downhill, it wipes out everything in its path. 

An earthquake happens when giant rocks 
suddenly move past each other 
underground. When they do, 
they can shake the Earth. 
Earthquakes may shift 
the flow of water or 
cause a landslide, 
where lots of rock 
and earth move 
very fast.



Wildfires which 
are fires that 
happen in 

nature, generally 
where few people 

live. Wildfires also 
have the ability to 

clear the landscape. 
Sometimes humans start these 

fires by accident. Or sometimes a wildfire is 
caused by lightning that strikes the ground. 
If it hasn’t rained in a while and the ground 
is dry, that makes a wildfire more likely. 
When a wildfire spreads, it can wipe out 
large areas of wilderness. It may take a 
long time for the area to recover.

Powerful storms called hurricanes can also 
quickly make an impact on an area. When a 
hurricane moves onto land from the ocean, 
a lot of rain falls. A hurricane will also cause 
the ocean to rise, bringing even 
more water onshore. When 
Hurricane Katrina hit the 
US in 2005, the water 
level rose more than 25 
feet. That’s taller than a 
two storey house! All that 
rain, big waves, and high 
winds can cause a lot of 
damage, including extreme 
flooding.



Over time, people have gotten better at 
predicting these types of events. A volcano 
gives off warning signs before it erupts. It 
tends to swell in size. It may release heat 
and gas into the sky. 

Weather experts, called meteorologists, can 
track hurricanes as the storms develop over 
the ocean and predict when and where 
they’re going to reach land. As a result, 
people have a chance to prepare 
for the impact of these events. 
Often, people add protection 
to their homes and then leave 
the area until the danger has 
passed.

People don’t need to run away 
or evacuate from the slower 
changes happening to the Earth. That’s 
because those changes happen over very 
long periods of time. It can take thousands 
or even millions of years before their impact 
is fully seen. 



Glaciers flow like rivers, though they usually 
move far too slowly for us to see. But in 
2014, scientists reported that one glacier 
on the island of Greenland was moving at a 
super fast speed of more than 16 km/h (10 
mi/h). That’s faster than we walk!

Most glaciers move much slower than that. 
In 2012, scientists did a simple experiment 
in Yosemite National Park in California. They 
measured the speed of one of the glaciers 
there using stakes placed in the ice. The 
scientists found out that the glacier was 
moving about an inch every day. 

Believe it or not, the same experiment had 
been done over 100 years before in the 
same place—with the same result! The 
speed of the glacier was the same all those 
years ago. 

As they move, glaciers reshape the land 
around them. Since they’re so heavy, they 
put a lot of pressure on the ground below. 
And as glaciers move, they also tend to pick 
up rocks and earth and take them along 
for the ride. This means glaciers can carve 
huge valleys out of the land.



According to 
the National 

Park Service, 
glaciers played 

a key role in 
shaping the deep 

valleys and steep peaks of 
Yosemite National Park. Glaciers continue 
to carve that landscape today. 

There are bigger shifts happening on Earth, 
too. The surface of the planet may seem 
solid, but in reality it’s made up of a number 
of individual plates. These plates move very 
slowly, usually about two or three inches a 
year! That’s too slow to be noticed, but over 
millions of years it makes a huge difference. 



As the planet changes, so do the plants and 
animals that live on it. Some living things that 
were once found on Earth, like dinosaurs, are 
no longer found anywhere. If we can’t see 
them anymore, how do we know these plants 
and animals were here? 

Fossils give us a lot of information about them. 
Fossils are the remains of living things that 
lived long ago. Scientists who study fossils are 
called paleontologists. Paleontologists often 
dig up these remains from underground and 
examine them. From these fossils, they may 
learn a lot about living things from the past. 

They might be able to tell where an animal 
lived, what it ate, or how it died. When we 
look at lots of different fossils, we can get a 
better picture of how the Earth used to be 
before we were here.


