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OE X C E R P T S  T O  W R I T E  A B O U T

“White Death”
From Avalanche! The Deadly Slide

by Jane Duden

�	Directions:

zz Highlight the topic sentence with one color marker

zz Highlight important details in another color

Chapter 2: White Death

An avalanche is a mass of snow moving down a slope. It’s also called a snowslide. 
Ice, dirt, rocks, trees, or other junk may be in the snow. When it all comes to a rest, 
it’s called avalanche debris.

Why Worry About Avalanches?

No one expects tragedy when out for sport or fun. But unstable snow is a huge 
danger. The power of snow can snuff out life. An avalanche can come with no 
warning. Riding snow in the mountains means risking your life.

An avalanche can race at 200 miles an hour or more. It can crash with 50 tons of force 
per square yard. Not all avalanches are large. Not all are fast-moving. But whatever 
the speed, it’s too fast for anyone in the way. Avalanches are White Death.

Avalanches are natural. The world has perhaps a million avalanches per year.

Avalanches can happen on any steep, snow-covered slope. The steeper the slope, the 
faster the slide. Most avalanches are not a problem. Not unless people or their 
property are in the way. Mountains, snow, and people can add up to fun. Sadly, they 
are also ingredients for an avalanche.

Even small avalanches are deadly. They can smash buildings and snap trees. They can 
bury and kill people too. Children have been caught in snowslides while sledding. It 
happened to three boys in Montana in 1985. They were ages seven to nine. One boy 
was killed. Even young children can learn what makes an avalanche. And everyone 
can stay away from steep slopes right after a storm.

XX How do the topic sentences help you determine the main idea of this section? Add up the 
topic sentences to see whether you can determine the main idea of this section.

When People Get Caught

Most avalanche deaths happen while people are out for sports or fun. People are 
skiing. Snowmobiling. Ice climbing. Snowshoeing. Or snowboarding.
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Sometimes, people are killed in avalanches while working. Some victims are miners, 
like Jack Ritter. Some are construction workers. Or power company workers. Some are 
driving in cars or trucks. Some are volunteer rescuers. Ski patrollers have died in 
avalanches while at work. So have snowplow drivers and photographers.

Most avalanche victims are in their 20s. In the past five years, snowmobilers led the 
list of victims. Now snowboarding is getting more popular. That means more 
snowboarders may die in avalanches.

Winter recreation is booming. Avalanche deaths in the U.S. are going up. More people 
use the backcountry for sports. Snow machines carry people faster and higher. Skiers, 
snowboarders, and climbers get more skillful. Sometimes they push the limits.

In the United States, most avalanche accidents happen in Colorado. The reason is its 
climate. This state as a thinner snow cover and colder temperatures than other 
mountain states. The two are a deadly combination for a weak, dangerous snowpack. 
But more people are moving into the mountains. So accidents in the other mountain 
states are catching up.

When are avalanches most likely? During snowstorms and during thaws. In Colorado, 
about 2,000 avalanches are reported in a normal winter. More than 80 percent occur 
during or just after large snowstorms. February has the most avalanches. Then March, 
then January. Most avalanches caused by thaw are in April.

XX How do the topic sentences help you determine the main idea of this section? Add up the topic 
sentences to see whether you can determine the main idea.

XX Write about reading: How did the topic sentences help you determine the main idea of the 
piece?

Note: Jane Duden does a couple of things in this piece about avalanches. For one, she explains what an avalanche is and shares 
other facts about them. Second, she describes the danger they pose to humans and shares facts pertaining to where and when 
they occur and who tends to fall victim to them. This is a good piece for thinking about cause and effect because Duden is often 
explicit. For example, the statement “Most avalanche accidents happen in Colorado” is immediately followed by “The reason is 
its climate,” and then she goes on to explain “the weak snowpack and the increasing population.” As readers, this gives us the 
chance to do some reasoning with the data and combine it with details from other paragraphs to recognize that yes, avalanches 
of snow cause “white death,” but human behavior is involved as well.
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