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What is a Waterspout? 

By Laura Masciarelli 
 

 
https://30a.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/waterspout-1-jpg.webp  

 
Have you ever taken a bath and seen the water drain out of the tub? You 
may often see a tiny WHIRLPOOL. The water spins around, creating a 
VORTEX. But what would happen if suddenly that spinning water went up 
in the air? That would be a WATERSPOUT! Let’s learn together: what is a 
waterspout? 
 
[SPELL]  WHIRLPOOL 
[SPELL]  TOGETHER 
[SPELL]  SPINNING 
[K] When the water drains out of a tub, what does it create when it spins 
around? VORTEX 
[K] Usually you see the water draining out of the tub when you are taking a 
______. BATH 
[K] If the spinning water goes up in the air, what is that called? 
WATERSPOUT 
[PK] What else can water up in the air be called? RAIN, SNOW, etc. 
 

[K] Known | [SO] Semi-Open | [N] Number | [PK] Prior Knowledge | [VAKT] VAKTivity | [O] Open 

https://30a.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/waterspout-1-jpg.webp


2 
 

 
A waterspout is a large COLUMN of spinning water and air. It looks like a 
TORNADO over the water. It has a lot in common with a tornado, though 
they are not the same things. Some waterspouts, like tornadoes, happen 
because of bad weather. These are called TORNADIC waterspouts. 
Tornadic waterspouts can happen when tornadoes move from land to 
water. They can also be caused by severe storms.  
 
[SPELL]  WEATHER 
[SPELL]  SEVERE 
[SPELL]  COLUMN 
[K] What does a waterspout look like? TORNADO 
[K] What kind of waterspout happens because of bad weather? TORNADIC 
[K] A tornadic waterspout can happen when a tornado moves from ______ 
to ______. LAND, WATER 
[K] A tornadic waterspout can also be formed by severe ______. STORMS 
[VAKT] Watch this short video showing a tornadic waterspout.  
https://www.youtube.com/shorts/zWX6COL-mnU  
 
 
Like tornadoes, tornadic waterspouts can be destructive and dangerous. 
The other kind of waterspouts are called FAIR WEATHER waterspouts. 
They can happen even in good weather. While tornadic waterspouts move 
downward from clouds to the water, fair weather waterspouts seem to form 
at the surface of the water. Fair weather waterspouts are much more 
common than tornadic waterspouts. 
 

 
https://www.wsav.com/wp-content/uploads/sites/75/2024/06/3.jpg?w=1920  
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[SPELL]  SURFACE 
[SPELL]  COMMON 
[SPELL]  WATER 
[K] Tornadic waterspouts move downward from ______ to water. CLOUDS 
[K] What kind of waterspouts form at the surface of the water? FAIR 
WEATHER 
[K] Which kind of waterspout is more common? FAIR WEATHER 
[SO] Name one thing a tornadic waterspout can be. DESTRUCTIVE, 
DANGEROUS 
[O] If you saw a waterspout, which kind would you rather see? How do you 
think you would feel if you saw a waterspout? 
 
 
Scientists are still learning about how fair weather waterspouts form. We do 
know that they need warm water to develop. That means that they are most 
common in areas where the water is warmer—the FLORIDA KEYS, off the 
coast of GREECE, and on the east coast of AUSTRALIA are just some 
places they can be seen. But waterspouts can form anywhere around the 
world, if the water is warm enough. They can even be seen in the GREAT 
LAKES of the U.S.! 
 

 
https://michpics.wordpress.com/files/2008/09/waterspout-oval-beach-saginaw.jpg?w=640  

 
[SPELL]  DEVELOP 
[SPELL]  AUSTRALIA 
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[SPELL]  COAST 
[K] What is needed for a fair weather waterspout to form? WARM WATER 
[K] Who is still learning about how fair weather waterspouts form? 
SCIENTISTS 
[SO] Name one US location, mentioned in the paragraph, where 
waterspouts can form. FLORIDA, GREAT LAKES 
[PK] Can you name one of the Great Lakes? HURON, SUPERIOR, ERIE, 
MICHIGAN, ONTARIO 
[PK] Waterspouts can be found in Australia. Can you name something else 
that is found in Australia? WALLABIES, KOALAS, SPIDERS, etc. 
[O] Do you think more waterspouts would form in Florida or the Great 
Lakes and why? 
 
 
Another piece of the waterspout puzzle is in the sky. Waterspouts develop 
from CUMULUS clouds. Cumulus clouds are the most common type of 
cloud: white, fluffy, and shaped kind of like CAULIFLOWER. When cumulus 
clouds form over warm water, they can grow much larger. If there are the 
right kinds of clouds present—along with light wind, high HUMIDITY, and 
warm water—there is a good chance for a waterspout! 
 

 
https://cdn.zmescience.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/clouds-cumulus-sky-nature-preview.jpg  

Cumulus Clouds 
 
[SPELL]  PUZZLE 
[SPELL]  CLOUDS 
[SPELL]  CHANCE 
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[K] What kind of clouds do waterspouts form from? CUMULUS 
[K] Cumulus clouds are the most ______ kind of cloud. COMMON 
[K] When cumulus clouds form over warm water, they can grow much 
______. LARGER 
[SO] Name something that describes cumulus clouds. WHITE, FLUFFY, 
SHAPED LIKE CAULIFLOWER 
[SO] Name one of the conditions that would make it a good chance for a 
waterspout. RIGHT CLOUDS, LIGHT WIND, HIGH HUMIDITY, WARM 
WATER 
 
 
We also know the stages of fair weather waterspouts. The first stage is a 
dark spot on the surface of the water. This is where the vortex, or column of 
spinning water and air, will form. Next, a light and dark SPIRAL pattern 
forms around the dark spot. In stage 3, a ring of sea spray develops. It 
looks like it has an “eye” like a HURRICANE. This spray ring is called a 
CASCADE.  
 
[SPELL]  PATTERN 
[SPELL]  SPINNING 
[SPELL]  STAGE 
[K] The first stage of a fair weather waterspout is a ______ ______ on the 
surface of the water. DARK SPOT 
[SO] What forms over the dark spot? VORTEX, COLUMN OF SPINNING 
WATER 
[K] What pattern forms around the dark spot? LIGHT AND DARK SPIRAL 
PATTERN 
[N] In what stage does the ring of sea spray develop? 3 
[K] What is the ring of sea spray called? CASCADE 
[K] What does a cascade have that is similar to a hurricane? EYE 
 
 
Stage 4, called the MATURE VORTEX, is when the waterspout can be 
seen. The last stage is where the vortex DECAYS, or COLLAPSES, and 
the waterspout disappears. You may be wondering, how is a waterspout 
different from a tornado? Scientists used to think that they were almost the 
same. Now we know that while tornadic waterspouts are similar to 
tornadoes, fair weather waterspouts are different.  
 
[SPELL]  DISAPPEARS 
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[SPELL]  DECAYS 
[SPELL]  COLLAPSES 
[N] What stage is called the mature vortex? 4 
[K] Scientists used to think that waterspouts and tornados were almost the 
______. SAME 
[SO] The last stage is where the vortex ______ and the waterspout 
disappears. COLLAPSES, DECAYS 
[K] When the vortex decays, what happens to the waterspout? 
DISAPPEARS 
[K] Which kind of waterspout is most like a tornado? TORNADIC 
 
 
While tornadoes usually form as part of a larger storm, fair weather 
waterspouts start in just that—fair, or calm, weather. Waterspouts are also 
weaker than most tornadoes. Tornadoes are measured on a scale of 
0–5. Fair weather waterspouts only reach level 0. This makes fair weather 
waterspouts not as DESTRUCTIVE as tornadoes. They can be dangerous 
for people in small WATERCRAFT or swimming, though. 
 
[SPELL]  LEVEL 
[SPELL]  STORM 
[K] Waterspouts are ______ than tornadoes. WEAKER 
[N] Tornado strength is measured from ______ to ______. 0, 5 
[K] Fair weather waterspouts are not as ______ as tornadoes. 
DESTRUCTIVE 
[SO] Name something mentioned above that describes the weather that fair 
weather waterspouts form in. FAIR, CALM 
[SO] Name something a fair weather waterspout can be dangerous for. 
PEOPLE SWIMMING, PEOPLE IN SMALL WATERCRAFT 
[PK] Name an example of a small watercraft. KAYAK, CANOE, BOAT, 
PADDLEBOARD, etc. 
 
 
There are other weather phenomena like tornadoes and waterspouts. In 
fact, waterspouts are a kind of WHIRLWIND. A whirlwind is a column of 
swirling air that makes a vortex. When a whirlwind happens over water, it is 
called a waterspout. Whirlwinds can also happen with dust, to create a dust 
devil, or with fire, to cause a FIRESTORM. There are even 
“SNOWSPOUTS” and “HAYWHIRLS.” 
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[SPELL]  PHENOMENA 
[SPELL]  SNOWSPOUT 
[SPELL]  DEVIL 
[K] Waterspouts are a type of ______. WHIRLWIND 
[K] What is a whirlwind that forms from dust called? DUST DEVIL 
[K] A firestorm is a type of whirlwind formed from ______. FIRE 
[SO] Two other types of whirlwinds were mentioned, besides dust devils, 
waterspouts and firestorms. Name one of those other types. 
SNOWSPOUTS, HAYWHIRLS 
[O] Many things can combine with wind and the right weather conditions to 
make whirlwinds. Have you ever seen a waterspout or another kind 
of whirlwind? How would you stay safe if you did see one? 
 
 
 
Laura Masciarelli teaches communication skills using S2C (Spelling to 
Communicate) methods at her Long Island based practice, Words At My 
Fingertips. She is also a physical therapist, specializing in primitive reflex 
integration. 
 
 
Sources: 
https://www.noaa.gov/jetstream/clouds/four-core-types-of-clouds  
https://oceanservice.noaa.gov/facts/waterspout.html  
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