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The Disaster

On the morning of December 26, an earthquake rumbled 
deep below the Indian Ocean along a fault line the length 
of California.  It was the largest quake on earth in over 
forty years, registering nearly 9.0 on the Richter Scale.  
Shock waves from the quake shook the ocean above it and 
sent a violent tsunami rushing toward land.

A tsunami (Japanese for �harbor wave�) is a series of 
enormous waves caused by underwater earthquakes or 
landslides.  At sea, these waves can move at 500 miles per 
hour.  As they approach land, they lose speed but gain 
enormous height and crushing force.  The recent tsu-

nami traveled up to three thousand 
miles and slammed into the shores 
of at least a dozen countries.

Devastating Effects

Unfortunately, there is no uni-
versal tsunami warning system 
in place.  In some areas of the 
Paci�c Ocean, where earthquakes 
are more common, recording de-
vices sit on the ocean �oor moni-

toring seismic activity.  A regional warning system is 
in place for countries including Japan and the Western 
U.S. to warn their citizens of any approaching tsuna-
mis.  Around the Indian Ocean, however, a warning 
system has not been established, and on December 
26, 33-foot waves came crashing to shore like watery 
bulldozers.

The immediate effects of the tsunami were swift and 
severe.  Entire towns were swept away by water.  Thou-
sands of people, many of them children, drowned 
within minutes.  Roads crumbled.  Buildings collapsed.  
Power lines snapped.  Homes disappeared.  Raging 
�oodwaters wreaked havoc as far as two miles inland.  
The number of dead, still growing, is well over 125,000.

Unfortunately, doctors warn that just as many people 
may die from diseases caused by indirect effects of the 

tsunami, as have died from the initial waves.  The tsunami 
has destroyed the infrastructure providing clean water 
and medical care for millions of people.  If people drink 
contaminated water, they will contract deadly diseases like 
cholera and diphtheria. Children, already weakened by a 
lack of food and clean water will develop diarrhea, which 
can then easily kill.  

It is estimated that up to 5 million people are homeless 
and the many of these people now have no means of 
making money.  Fishermen have lost their boats and nets. 
Small businesses have seen their property and equipment 
destroyed, and locals working in the tourist industry 
now have no customers to serve.  In Sri Lanka, a country 
recently torn by civil war, landmines have unearthed and 
litter the countryside.

Worse yet, perhaps, is the emotional suffering.  Placing our-
selves in their shoes helps us empathize with their hardship.  
One 13-year-old girl spent two days adrift in the ocean on 
a wooden door before washing ashore.  A six-year-old boy 
from Taiwan clung to a coconut tree for more than 20 hours 
before the water subsided.  Families are suffering horrible 
grief as countless parents have lost all of their children, and 
many surviving children have lost their parents. Today, there 
are scores of people, many children, already dying from the 
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Natural disaster is an unfortunate fact of life.  From �res to �oods to earthquakes, the 

unforeseen effects of nature make the news every day.  The recent disaster in South Asia, however, is making more 

than news; it is making history.  At the moment waves began crashing into shores around the Indian Ocean, no 

one could have predicted the record-breaking devastation that would soon follow.  In this lesson, we will try to 

understand the enormity of this disaster and �nd ways to help people affected by it.
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illnesses associated with contaminated water.  

Many of us feel a strong sense of compassion; a sense 
of sympathy, for the suffering of those affected by the 
tsunami and want to help.  Compassion, however, is an 
empty gesture if it does not lead to generosity and action.   
At times it is easy to dismiss the troubles of others as being 
far removed from our own, or too large for us to make a 
difference.  The temptation to underestimate our power to 
make a difference should not overshadow our responsibil-
ity, or duty, to assist others in need.  This sense of duty to 
improve our world is the essence of global citizenship, and 
hopefully inspires us to help others, wherever they live.    
     
What Can Be Done

From the day of the disaster, aid groups began mobilizing 
and providing assistance.  One organization, Oxfam, was 
among the �rst groups to play a role in Sri Lanka.  Oxfam 
provides portable water sanitation systems to provide 
clean water and prevent the illnesses that could kill thou-
sands more.  Doctors Without Borders is mobilizing teams 
of doctors from around the world to provide medical care 
to the sick and injured. Many other groups are providing 
food and temporary shelter, and in the process expressing 
a true sense of solidarity with the victims, letting them 
know that many people around the world are one with 
them and care about their plight.   

These private aid groups are the ��rst responders�, 
providing assistance that will alleviate suffering and 
help prevent thousands more from dying of hunger 
and disease.  The leaders of these groups stress that they 
receive most of their funding from individual dona-
tions.  The amount of assistance they can offer, and the 
number of lives they can save are entirely dependent on 
how generous we will be in donating money.  Some pri-
vate aid groups will also provide long-term assistance, 
such as lending small amounts of money to help small 
businesses rebuild.         

Some of us are reasonably asking whether we need to 
do anything as individuals given the millions of dol-
lars donated by governments to help the victims.  It is 

important to realize that most of the funds donated 
by governments will take months to mobilize, and this 
assistance is often focused on the long-term recovery 
efforts such as rebuilding roads, ports, hospitals and 
other infrastructure.  A portion of government as-
sistance is short term, such as Italy�s donating mobile 
hospitals and medicine.  The U.S. has transferred one 
aircraft carrier to the region, which is already using 
its �eet of helicopters to deliver aid, and the Navy is 
deploying another 6 ships that will provide 450,000 gal-
lons of clean drinking water per day.  Effective disaster 
response requires both the short-term assistance to 
meet immediate needs of food, water and shelter, and 
the long-term assistance that will enable the people of 
these regions to again provide for themselves.        

The tsunami of South Asia is a horrible disaster that 
at times seems too large for us to make a difference.  
However, we have seen that we can make a difference 
by donating to private relief groups, and by encourag-
ing our government to provide active support.  In the 
process we can establish a sense of solidarity with the 
victims, so that they know they are not alone, and that 
as global citizens we care.  n

Vocabulary

Richter Scale � Scienti�c device used to measure the intensity 
of earthquakes; invented by Charles Richter in 1935.  
Tsunami � Large ocean waves, sometimes mistakenly called 
tidal waves, caused by underwater earthquakes or landslides. 
Seismic � Related to an earthquake or any movement of the 
earth�s crust.
Empathy � Entering into the feelings or spirit of others and 
imagining yourself in another person�s situation.
Citizenship (Global) � The status of a citizen with respect to 
individual duties, rights, and priveleges; and having the desire 
to make the world a better place.
Solidarity � A shared common interest; active loyalty within a 
group.
Compassion � Feeling of sympathy for the distress of others, 
with the desire to help them.
Generosity � giving freely of our own possessions, time and/or 
talent to someone else.
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Teacher’s  Guide

Lesson Goals
 Develop understanding of the disaster in 
Asia, both in terms of its magnitude and 
the individual suffering that occurs in 
natural disasters     

 Understand and apply the virtues of 
empathy, compassion, generosity and 
solidarity in assisting those in need

 Foster awareness of aid groups and 
opportunities for us to provide effective 
assistance  

 Generate consideration and discussion 
of global citizenship: what is it, what 
does it imply and do we accept it?  

 Present class and individual activities for 
students to provide assistance to those 
suffering from the disaster   

 Present extended learning opportunities 
for students to explore the science of 
tsunamis, how different types of coastal 
development affect the impact of ocean 
disasters, and careers in disaster relief    

Virtue In Action
Disaster in Asia: Solidarity With Others in Need

Discussion Question Options 
1. Solidarity is de� ned as a shared common interest.  Do you think that we as 

individuals have a shared common interest in assisting people far away in need? 

As a related question, do you think of yourself as a global citizen? If yes, what does 
global citizenship mean to us, how would we de� ne it? 

2. Let�s imagine ourselves in the reverse situation. If we were victims of a severe natural 
disaster, how would we feel / respond to a person coming from another country to 
help us, and /or receiving aid from another country?

3. Do you think America and the other major governments have a responsibility to help 
in relief efforts?

4. Would you consider a career in disaster relief?  What would be the advantages and 
disadvantages of this work?  

5. They say, �Hind sight is twenty-twenty.�  Looking at the tsunami disaster, could 
something have been done to prevent the tragic loss of life or at least lessen it?  If so, 
why do you think it wasn�t done?  What changes do you think will happen because of 
this catastrophe?

6. What could make matters worse for the tsunami survivors?  Think about factors such 
as weather, politics, etc.  What good can come of this tragedy?  Where is the silver 
lining?  Consider the possible result of economic redevelopment in this area.

Journal Writing Options  
1. If your community has been affected by a natural disaster, ask students to write about 

their direct experience and whether and how they were assisted by others: including aid 
groups, the government, family and friends.  

2. Sometimes, in witnessing the hardships of others, we learn to appreciate certain aspects 
of our own lives.  Considering the hardships endured by the tsunami victims, write 
about some things for which you are grateful, and possibly have previously taken for 
granted.  

Extended Learning Activities 
1. Disasters of such epic proportions affect the entire global community, and as 

a global community, we are must respond.  Many local and nationally based 
organizations give us an opportunity to respond to such disasters in effective way, 
though we are thousands of miles away.  As a class, research several organizations 
such as Mercy Corp, Oxfam and the Red Cross, and come up with a plan of how 
your class and / or community can respond to this tragedy.  Some ideas include:

� Set up a local �Disaster Fund� campaign with jars in supermarkets, local 
businesses and within your school.  Clearly state on each jar which 
organization the money is going to.

� Create a fundraiser in your school, some ideas are: 
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Internet Resources 

Animations of the tsunami’s development
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/asia-paci�c/4136289.stm
http://www.nature.com/news/2004/041229/

multimedia/041229-2-m1.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Image:2004_Indonesia_

Tsunami.gif

More Amazing Science Regarding the Quake
http://www.nature.com/news/2004/041229/full/041229-

6.html
http://www.nature.com/news/2004/041229/full/041229-

2.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2004_Indian_Ocean_

earthquake
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/4126809.stm

Emergency Aid Organizations

Mercy Corp
http://www.mercycorps.org/home/

Oxfam
https://secure.ga3.org/02/asia_earthquake04

AmeriCares
https://www.americaresfoundation.net/default.aspx

Network of Various Agencies
http://www.networkforgood.org/topics/international/

earthquake/tsunami122604.aspx?source=YAHOO&cmp
gn=HMPCRS

- Walkathon / Readathon
- Fasting for relief: for example students can pledge 

to give up candy for a month, or even a meal 
such as lunch or dinner for a day and donate the 
money saved to one of the aid groups.  Oxfam 
offers kits to help organize this effort.         

2.	 Earthquakes, landslides, and volcanic eruptions are not 
uncommon in the area known as the Paci�c Ring of Fire, 
which includes the east coasts of the Asian countries hit by 
the recent tsunami.  Research the Paci�c Ring of Fire and 
prepare a report on its ties to seismic activity.  What is the 
Ring of Fire?  What causes it?  What is its history?  How, 
when, where, or why might something like this happen 
again?     

3.	 In small groups, draw cause and effect diagrams 
illustrating the overall impact of this disaster.  Diagram a 
chain of events for problems stemming from a basic cause, 
such as loss of electricity.  Include how an ocean disaster 
impacts different types of coastal development, such as 
�shing communities, resorts, and private homes.  

4.	 Research careers in disaster relief.  Divide the class into 4 
teams. Each teams will prepare a presentation on one of 
the four topics below:
a) Pro�le of an aid worker�s activities and average day in 

South Asia, or Darfur.  Include statements from a relief 
worker, discussing their motivation for doing the work, 
satisfaction they �nd in the work, etc.  

b) Pro�le an aid worker�s activities and average day in a 
long-term situation such as a refugee camp in Kenya. 
Include statements from a relief worker, discussing 
their motivation for doing the work, satisfaction they 
�nd in the work, etc.  

c) Pro�le the activities of an administrator for an aid 
group working in communications or logistics.  Include 
statements from an administrator discussing their 
motivation for doing the work, satisfaction they �nd in 
the work, etc.  

d)  Educational and physical requirements for an aid 
worker. 


