Forecasting Weather by Steven Caney 
People talk about the weather because it affects nearly everything the clothes they wear, the work they do, the mood they’re in. 

If we are curious about coming weather, we usually listen to the radio or television for the weather report. The forecast is not a certainty, however, and we frequently hear such predictions as “possibility of showers,” “rain likely,” or “twenty percent chance of snow.” Everyone wants to know what the weather will be, but predicting it with accuracy is quite difficult. There are sophisticated instruments for measuring such things as wind direction, air pressure, and temperature. We also have weather radar, space satellite pictures of weather patterns, observations from ships at sea, and instant communication about weather information across the country. But even so, most weathermen can still only give us an estimate of tomorrow’s weather. 

In Early America, weather forecasts were not so easily had. Predicting the weather was critical to the lives of everyone, especially farmers. “Will it rain tomorrow or will it be sunny?” was an important topic of discussion. If rain came too soon after planting, the seed might be washed away; after a rainstorm the roads were muddy and useless for travel, so trips could not be planned if rain was forecast. The ability to predict was a necessary skill for most people. Benjamin Franklin implied the importance of weather to Early Americans when he said, “Some are weatherwise and some are otherwise.” 

Weather Folklore 

Nowhere on earth is the weather more varied and less predictable than in America, especially New England. The shape of the land and the ocean currents make it possible for the weather to be different in neighboring towns—rainy or foggy in one place while it is sunny just down the road. Mark Twain is supposed to have said, “If you don’t like the weather in New England, just wait a minute.” 

You can imagine the difficulty the Early American settlers had in predicting the weather. Most predictions are based on careful and repeated observations of weather patterns and certain signs over a period of many years. The settlers brought with them some knowledge of weather in the form of folklore but it proved to be unreliable in the New World. The American Indians, having lived on the land, had developed a more accurate weather folklore, and much of it was soon passed on to the new settlers. 

Smells Like Rain 

Depending on the traditions of the region, a person might look at the sky, sniff the wind, listen to the trees, or look for the many telltale1 signs shown by the animals. Even the sounds of a creaking house were signs of weather to come. Although no one really knew the reasons, a reasonably accurate weather prediction could be made about tomorrow’s weather—or at least about the weather for the rest of today. 

Of course, not all weather signs really worked, and many had no scientific basis whatsoever. One such sign depends on the groundhog. If the groundhog comes out of his hole at noon on February 2 and casts a shadow, winter will continue, supposedly, for another six weeks. If the groundhog casts no shadow, the remainder of winter will be mild and spring will come early. Because of this belief, February 2 has become known as Groundhog Day. There are many other weather beliefs that are not necessarily true. Here are a few: “The higher the hornets build their nests, the higher the winter snow will be.” “Small snowflakes mean a long snow, large snowflakes show the snow won’t last.” “A robin is a sign that spring has come.” 

Among the many weather beliefs are those sayings and stories that are used to explain the weather to children. To comfort a child afraid of lightning and thunder, the story is told that “the Mountain Men are bowling.” Children chant, “It’s raining; it’s pouring; the old man is snoring” to celebrate and “explain” a storm. 

Reliable Predictions 

Weather observations that proved reliable usually had a scientific basis and eventually became part of trusted American weather folklore. The most accurate weather lore was passed on from generation to generation, and was set down in books called almanacs. Along with the folklore, the almanac also gave “scientific” forecasting information based on the phases of the moon, the position of the tides, and an accumulated2 history of weather patterns from past years. Eventually nearly anyone concerned about the weather—farmers and city folk alike—needed only to refer to their almanac and make a few observations of nature to predict rain or shine.  
Constructed Response

Explain why the almanac was an important resource for farmers and other Early Americans. Provide three examples from the passage to support your explanation.

Released Item from Arkansas State Test

http://arkedu.state.ar.us/actaap/pdf/grade5_released_items_booklet_final.pdf

