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DESERT

Deserts are the driest places on Earth.  Even though we tend to think of deserts as torrid 
sand covered locations, these geographic areas can also be bitterly cold.  

Humans have always found it challenging to live in desert environments, and have lived at 
the outer edges of many deserts where agriculture and raising of animals is possible.  Often  
people who live in arid areas are forced to be nomads, moving from place to place to take 
advantage of seasonal weather.  A surprising number of plants and animals have adapted 
to the harsh inhospitable conditions of both hot and cold deserts.   

The surface of a 
desert can be 
formed of sand, 
ice, small stones 
or large rocks. 

The definition of 
a desert is that it  
receives less 
than 10 inches 
of precipitation 
a year: that 
precipitation 
can be either 
rain or snow.  



DESERT TERMS AND THEIR DEFINITIONS
These terms and their definitions will help you to understand some of the aspect of desert areas. 

DESERT A region that receives very low amounts of precipitation.

HOT DESERT  A region with very high temperatures, a great deal of evaporation of moisture, and 
often high winds, conditions that are inhospitable for life.

COLD DESERTS
1. A COLD DESERT region is often separated from the ocean or body of water by a mountain range  

which blocks weather systems that produce moisture.  The area beyond the mountain range  
remains very dry.  Often this a called a “Rain Shadow” and can affect cold as well as hot deserts.

2. A POLAR DESERT has moisture carried away by high winds and there are snow dunes instead of 
sand dunes.  

SAND Small dry particles of minerals and rock that are part of many hot deserts which form dunes.  

DUNE  Masses of sand or snow that are moved and shaped by weather, wind and gravity.

The following presentation is an introduction to the GREAT 
SANDY DESERT, one of Earth’s great deserts, with some 

information about mapping, geography, people and 
animals of its surrounding area. 



GREAT SANDY DESERT
The Great Sandy Desert in Australia is the second largest of many deserts on this 

large continent.  It is part of a region that is primarily desert, made up of the Great 
Sandy Desert, the Gibson Desert and the Tanami Desert.  

The Great Sandy Desert covers a large area of 110,000 square miles, which is about 
the size of the state of Nevada.

Almost one-fifth of the Australian continent is covered by desert, most located in 
the western plateau region.  Vegetation in these deserts is very sparse.  

Very few people live in these areas: most of those who do
 are native indigenous Australians.   





The Great Sandy Desert is known for having 
a special kind of sand dunes that 

form parallel lines.   
This photo was taken by an astronaut from space.  It 
shows the LINEAR DUNES that are formed by winds 

that are blowing from east to west.   

SEEN FROM THE SKY!

These linear sand dunes in the 
Great Sandy Desert are typically 
25 meters high and roughly 1-1.5 
kilometers apart.  Can you 
convert these measurements 
to feet and miles? 



The Scarlet Chested parrot, which is found in the Great Sandy Desert, is considered to be one of the 
most beautiful birds in the world. As their name suggests, these vibrant birds have a scarlet chest, 
blue head and wings, and bright green and yellow underbellies. These birds are nomadic, meaning they 
have no permanent home. Since they live in the desert, their bodies can function on small amounts of 
fluid.  The species survives the dry desert conditions by eating succulent plants, which naturally 
contain necessary fluids. In addition to plants, the parrots eat mostly grass seeds. Due to their 
spectacular coloring and melodious song, this species is sometimes kept as a pet. Even though these 
birds have bright plumage, they are difficult to observe in the wild due to their secretive nature. For 
this reason, the actual number of scarlet chested parrots is difficult to estimate.
 

Scarlet Chested Parrot



Scarlet Chested 
Parrot

SPELLING

chest
coloring
nomadic
plumage

domesticated
secretive
hollows

quiet
feathers

pets

Scarlet Chested Parrot
VOCABULARY

vibrant
seeds

plumage
scattered
peaceful

melodious
twittering
harvesting
secretive

bright 
frail

hollows
nomadic

Scarlet Chested Parrot
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FOOTPRINTS IN THE SAND!

An Australian prospector riding a camel which held a world record for 

distance travelled without water (600 miles), in 1895.

There are many FERAL camels found in the Great Sandy 

Desert: most are dromedary camels like this one. Most 

dromedary camels were imported from the Middle East in 

the mid 1800s to help settlers travel across the deserts of 

Australia and move goods from one place to another.  

Camels are very good desert dwellers and require very 

little water to subsist.  When more modern transportation 

became available in the 1930s camels were released into 

the wild where they have lived on native vegetation.  

What does FERAL mean? 
How do camels survive 
with so little water?  

What kind of toes make 
this shape in the sand? 

Dromedary 

Camels 

are large!  

Males measure 

from 6 to almost 7 

feet tall, and 

females from 5.5 

to 6 feet in height.   
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The Golden Dream of Carlo 
Chuchio 
by Lloyd Alexander
The young adventurer Carlo 
Chuchio encounters many curious 
people while seeking hidden 
treasure on the Road of Golden 
Dreams in the desert. 
With Baksheesh, the world's worst 
camel-puller, Carlo leads a caravan 
through the realm of Keshavar and 
risks his life for a prize that may 
not even exist.  

A girl and her mother plan a 
walking trip through the 

southwestern desert of the 
United States.  

THE DESERT 
IS THEIRS
by Byrd 
Baylor

A prize-winner 
that describes 
the flora and 
fauna of the 
southwestern 
American 
desert.  

DESERT MAMMALS 
by Elaine Landau

Students can learn more about all 
the animals that thrive in desert 

environments.

DESERT READING!




