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Materials 
Paper
Art supplies

clouds are oh so different  
Grades 3-5

Background

Clouds are a large part of our lives – we see them every day!  Clouds enrich our lives with their inter-
esting shapes.  Their shapes and variations are calming and provoke the imagination – making them 
a great starting point to creative works.  Learning to observe, describe, and even classify clouds is a 
fun way to teach science.  Clouds are a great introduction to several other scientific concepts such as 
evaporation and the water cycle. 

These activities encourage creative thought and scientific observation – all related to clouds.

instructions

1. Watch the “Clouds are Cool” music video.

2. Discuss the types of clouds mentioned in the video (cirrus, cumulus, altostratus, cumulonimbus,
    and more).

3. Go over the prefixes and suffixes that are used in cloud names (see the box below). Use the prefixes 
    and suffixes to decode the cloud names mentioned in the video. 

4. Introduce additional cloud names from the ten most common varieties of clouds (see the following 
    page).  Prompt students to guess what the name says about each cloud before revealing the answers. 
    Visit the National Weather Service website for additional descriptions and pictures of each!

5. Create a picture of a landscape with least three different types of clouds in the sky. Clouds should be 
    labeled and accurately placed in terms of their high/mid/low category.   

cirr(o): Means a wisp of hair and refers to high altitude clouds
alt(o): Means high and refers to middle altitude clouds
cumul(o): Means “heaped up”; can be low, middle, or high clouds
strat(o): Means layer; refers to flat, wide, layered clouds
nimb(o): Used as a prefix or suffix; means that the cloud can produce rain 

definitions
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High Clouds

Cirrus: These clouds are thin and wispy, forming delicate-looking white patches or narrow bands 
that are detached from one another. 
Cirrostratus: Transparent, whitish veil of clouds with a fibrous (hair-like) or smooth appearance. 
A sheet of cirrostratus clouds often covers the whole sky.
Cirrocumulus: Thin, white layer of clouds. They are composed of very small elements in the 
form of more or less regularly arranged grains or ripples.

Mid Clouds

Altostratus: Gray or bluish cloud sheets that totally or partially cover the sky. They are thin 
enough to regularly reveal the sun as if seen through ground glass.
Altocumulus: White and/or gray patch, sheet of clouds; generally composed of rounded masses 
or rolls. They may look fibrous, broken, and diffuse.
Nimbostratus: The continuous rain cloud. This is a dark gray cloud layer diffused by falling rain 
or snow. It is thick enough throughout to blot out the sun. 

Low Clouds

Cumulus: Dense and puffy individual clouds with sharp outlines that develop vertically in the 
form of rising mounds, often resembling a cauliflower.
Stratus: A generally gray cloud layer which may, if thick enough, produce drizzle, ice prisms, or 
snow grains. When the sun is visible through this cloud, its outline is clearly discernible.
Cumulonimbus: The thunderstorm cloud; this is a heavy and dense cloud in the form of a moun-
tain or huge tower. The upper portion is usually smoothed, fibrous or striated and nearly always 
flattened in the shape of an anvil or vast plume.
Stratocumulus: Gray or whitish sheet clouds which almost always have a dark honeycomb 
appearance and rounded masses or rolls that may or may not be merged. They also have regu-
larly arranged small elements.

The names of clouds tell us where they are in the atmosphere and something about them. Low altitude 
clouds that are not rain clouds have no prefix in their name.

Adapted

Information about the ten most common clouds and their descriptions adapted from the National 
Weather Service: http://www.srh.noaa.gov/srh/jetstream/clouds/cloudwise/types.html
Visit the National Weather Service for pictures and more complete descriptions of each cloud type. 

Additional Resources

http://science-edu.larc.nasa.gov/SCOOL/pdf/Kiwi_Kids_Cloud_Guide.pdf


