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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.  



RIVER 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 
RUB AL-KHALI DESERT, one of of Earth’s great deserts, 

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



The name of this desert, Rub Al-Khali, has an interesting meaning in the Arabic 
language: it is called “The Empty Quarter.”  To be sure, a very hot, subtropical and 
dry desert such as this one is likely to be mostly empty of humans.  It receives only 

a little over 1” of rain a year!  Regardless, this large desert is still home to many 
kinds of scorpions and rodents, and related creatures.  There are no trees but 

occasional small scrubby plants: under 40 varieties.  

Rub Al-Khali is part of the larger Arabian Desert on the Arabian Peninsula.  
Rub Al-Khali is know for its vast sand dunes, which can be as high as 800 feet.  
Its grains of sand can be colored shades of orange, red and purple.  It is also 

a rich area for natural resources: it is one of the largest sources for oil on earth, 
and has the largest oil field in the world.  

RUB AL-KHALI





This map, made from an aerial photo, shows general area of the 
Rub Al-Khali Desert within the Arabian Desert, on the Arabian Peninsula. 

ON 
THE 
MAP!

The Rub Al-Kahali touches several countries!   Describe how the desert touches each 
country using directional terms, such as south, or northeast.  
For example, Yemen is to the _______ of the desert.... 
Do the same with the neighboring bodies of water!



Photo: Nepenthes, Creative Commons

DUNES!
Sand dunes are hills of sand that are moved by wind or water.  

These are dunes in the Rub Al-Khali desert.  Dunes can be formed in coastal areas as well as 
inland areas of the world.  Dunes can even be found under the ocean. 
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Dung Beetle
The Dung Beetle is an insect found on all continents except Antarctica, including the Rub-Al-Khali desert in 
Asia. The dung beetle feeds exclusively on dung produced by other animals. These beetles congregate around 
piles of animal feces and roll large balls that they push away with them for individual purposes. They are 
really strong - these balls can weigh up to 10 times their weight. These dung balls can be used for food and 
egg laying purposes. The dung balls are so valuable to the beetles that they will fight over already rolled balls. 
The beetles are the only animals besides humans able to navigate themselves using the Milky Way. This is 
similar to the way explorers and sailors used to use the stars to orient themselves. These beetles are 
extremely beneficial to the environment because they prevent excess build up of dung, which helps keep 
harmful parasites and flies away.



DUNG BEETLE
SPELLING

worshipped
helpful
rolling

recycling
helpful
feces

scarab
nutrients

sensitive (smell)
robbers
strong

Dung Beetle

DUNG BEETLE
VOCABULARY

rolling
strong

pushing
recyclers
tunneling

(many) species
bury
piles

larvae
wings

digging
cocoon

earth-boring
metamorphosis

beneficial



Dung Beetle



DESERT DWELLERS
Bedouins, whose name can be translated as “desert dweller” 
have lived on the edges of the deserts in the Arabian 
peninsula for centuries.  They have been a nomadic people 
but today many have settled in cities and towns.  Still they 
continue to practice the crafts and traditions of an older way 
of life.  Modern Bedouins today still relax by camping in 
desert areas and riding camels.

When Bedouin people lived in the desert, they moved 
constantly to have access to water and food.  They were 
herders of animals and moved in large caravans of people, 
living in tents.  They even wove the cloth for their tents.

These photos of a Saudi Bedouin woman and man show their 
traditional clothing.  These heavy garments protect them 
from the blowing sand and scorching sun of the desert. 

Research to find 
out more about the 
traditions of the 
Bedouin people. 

 How did living in 
the desert affect 
their way of life? 



SAND STORMS are common in desert regions that are made up of sand.  Sand storms do not 
occur in desert areas formed primarily of dirt, rock or ice. 

Heavy winds can carry the finest pieces of sand also cause fine particles to break off from larger grains of sand.  These 

are taken up by the wind and can cause major problems with visibility. When the winds settle this wind blown sand can 

mound in very high dunes.  In the deserts of the Sahara and the Arabian peninsula, 

the wind that carries sand is called the SIMOOM.



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!






