
California Wildfires Pre-Visit Activities

Watch the video linked below as a class
TED Talk: “How Wildfires Spread and How They Can Be Stopped” by Janice Coen

Working in small groups, read the following case study of the Thomas Fire and
answer the accompanying questions.

Introduction to the Thomas Fire:
The Thomas Fire was one of the most devastating wildfires in California's history,
igniting on December 4, 2017, near the community of Santa Paula in Ventura County.
Fueled by strong Santa Ana winds and dry conditions, the fire quickly spread, posing a
severe threat to numerous communities in its path. The Thomas Fire garnered national
attention as it continued to grow rapidly, becoming a monumental challenge for
firefighters and emergency responders to control.

Day 1 (December 4, 2017):
The Thomas Fire began in the evening hours near Thomas Aquinas College in Santa
Paula. Strong gusts of wind rapidly pushed the flames toward nearby neighborhoods,
forcing immediate evacuations. As the fire spread, it quickly consumed dry vegetation
and ignited additional hotspots.

Day 2 (December 5, 2017):
The second day saw the Thomas Fire continue to expand, prompting the closure of
major highways and the evacuation of residents in several communities. The fire's rapid
growth made it challenging for firefighters to gain control, leading to requests for
additional resources from neighboring regions.

Day 3 (December 6, 2017):
On the third day, the Thomas Fire crossed into neighboring Santa Barbara County,
posing an even greater threat to populated areas. Firefighting efforts intensified, with
teams battling the blaze from the ground and air. Containment measures were
implemented, but the fire continued to spread in multiple directions.

Day 4 (December 7, 2017):
The fire's relentless progression led to further evacuations in Santa Barbara County,
with thousands of residents seeking safety. Emergency shelters and support centers
were established to aid evacuees. The Thomas Fire showed no signs of abating, and
concerns grew over its impact on air quality and public health.

https://www.ted.com/talks/a_surprising_solution_to_our_wildfire_problem_more_fire?subtitle=en


Day 5 (December 8, 2017):
The Thomas Fire reached critical proportions, becoming one of the largest wildfires in
California's history. The intensity of the flames made it challenging for firefighters to
access some areas, leading to strategic decisions on priority locations for containment
efforts.

Day 6 (December 9, 2017):
As the fire continued to spread, containment efforts focused on protecting critical
infrastructure, including power lines and communication networks. Smoke from the fire
led to hazardous air quality levels, prompting health warnings for residents in
surrounding regions.

The fire was not 100% contained until January 12th, 2018.

Aftermath and Impact:

The Thomas Fire left a trail of destruction in its wake. Hundreds of homes and
businesses were reduced to ashes, and thousands of residents faced the heartbreaking
reality of losing their homes and possessions. The economic impact was immense, with
firefighting efforts and recovery costs reaching billions of dollars, placing a significant
burden on taxpayers.

Tragically, the fire claimed the lives of several individuals, including brave firefighters
who sacrificed their lives while battling the blaze. The emotional toll on the affected
communities was profound, with grief and resilience intertwined.

The Thomas Fire also had far-reaching environmental consequences. Vast stretches of
land were scorched, affecting wildlife habitats and the natural ecosystem. The fire's
impact on air quality and respiratory health was a pressing concern for residents in the
affected regions.

Despite the devastation, the Thomas Fire highlighted the unwavering dedication of
emergency responders, community support networks, and the resilience of those
affected. It served as a critical wake-up call for Californians to reflect on the importance
of fire prevention, effective emergency response, and community preparedness for
future wildfires. Lessons learned from the Thomas Fire would inform strategies and
policies to mitigate the impact of future wildfires and enhance the safety and well-being
of communities statewide.



Questions
What were the primary factors that contributed to the rapid spread of the Thomas Fire
during its initial days? How did the Santa Ana winds and dry conditions exacerbate the
situation?

How did the Thomas Fire impact the communities it affected? Discuss the immediate
and long-term consequences for residents, homes, and businesses.

What were the challenges faced by firefighters and emergency responders in controlling
the Thomas Fire? How did they strategize containment efforts despite the fire's rapid
growth?

Reflect on the impact of the fire on the environment and wildlife habitats. How can
wildfires like the Thomas Fire disrupt the natural ecosystem, and what measures can be
taken to restore the affected areas?

Analyze the economic implications of the Thomas Fire. How much did it cost taxpayers
for firefighting efforts and recovery? Discuss the long-term financial burden on
communities and the state.

Reflect on the emotional toll the Thomas Fire had on affected communities. How did
residents cope with the loss of homes and possessions, and what support systems
were put in place to help them?

Discuss the significance of air quality during a wildfire. How did the smoke from the
Thomas Fire impact the health of residents in surrounding regions, and what measures
were taken to address public health concerns?

Consider the role of emergency responders during the Thomas Fire. How did their
dedication and bravery contribute to mitigating the fire's impact and protecting critical
infrastructure?

Identify the lessons learned from the Thomas Fire. What strategies and policies can be
implemented to enhance fire prevention and community preparedness for future
wildfires?

How can communities come together to support one another during and after a major
wildfire? Discuss the importance of collaboration and solidarity in the face of such
disasters



Standards

CA 11th & 12th English Standards:
● CCSS.ELA-Literacy.SL.11-12.4: Present information, findings, and supporting

evidence effectively, adapting speech to a variety of contexts and tasks.
● ● CCSS.ELA-Literacy.SL.11-12.5: Make strategic use of digital media in

presentations to enhance understanding of findings, reasoning, and evidence.
● CCSS.ELA-Literacy.W.11-12.6: Use technology, including the internet, to

produce, publish, and update individual or shared writing products, taking
advantage of technology's capacity to link to other information and to display
information flexibly and dynamically.

CA 11th & 12th Social Studies Standards:
● CA.11-12.CC.RH.2.3: Evaluate various explanations for actions or events and

determine which explanation best accords with textual evidence, acknowledging
where the text leaves matters uncertain.

● CA.11-12.CC.RH.2.6: Evaluate authors’ differing points of view on the same
historical event or issue by assessing the authors’ claims, reasoning, and
evidence.

● CA.11-12.CC.RH.2.7: Integrate and evaluate multiple sources of information
presented in diverse formats and media in order to address a question or solve a
problem.

● CA.11-12.CC.RH.2.8: Evaluate an author’s premises, claims, and evidence by
corroborating or challenging them with other information.

CA 11th & 12th Science Standards:
● CA.11-12.PS.4.1: Evaluate the evidence regarding the nature and properties of

fire and the fire-fighting techniques used to control and prevent fires.
● CA.11-12.PS.4.3: Evaluate the potential impacts of wildfires on urban and rural

areas, considering factors such as human safety, ecosystem health, and
economic consequences.

● ● CA.11-12.PS.4.4: Design and evaluate strategies for fire prevention and
management, considering factors such as climate, fuel sources, and human
activities.


