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ACT Reading Mini Lesson #8-Natural Science Passages Practice 
The passage is adapted from a description of the present appearance and geological history of a particular 
volcano. The passage is written by the American naturalist John Muir. 
 
         Shasta is a fire-mountain, an old volcano gradually 
    accumulated and built up into the blue deep of the sky by 
    successive eruptions of ashes and molten lava which, shot high in 
Line    the air and falling in darkening showers, and flowing from chasms 
(5)    and craters, grew outward and upward like the trunk of a knotty, 
    bulging tree. Not in one grand convulsion was Shasta given birth, 
    nor in any one special period of volcanic storm and stress, 
    though some mountains more than a thousand feet in height have 
    been cast up like molehills in a night. 
(10)         Sections cut by the glaciers, displaying some of the 
    internal framework of Shasta, show that comparatively long 
    periods of quiescence intervened between many eruptions. During 
    these periods of calm the cooling lavas ceased to flow, and took 
    their places as permanent additions to the bulk of the growing 
(15)    mountain. Thus eruption succeeded eruption with alternating haste 
    and deliberation, until Mount Shasta surpassed even its present 
    sublime height. 
         Then followed a strange contrast. The glacial winter came 
    on. The sky that so often had been darkened with storms of 
(20)    cinders and ashes and lighted by the glare of volcanic fires was 
    filled with snow, which, descending upon the cooling mountain, 
    gave birth to glaciers that eventually formed one grand conical 
    glacier—a creeping mantle of ice upon a fountain of smoldering 
    fire, crushing, grinding, and remodeling the entire mountain from 
(25)    summit to base. 
         How much effect the glaciers wielded we have no means of 
    determining. The porous, crumbling rocks of Shasta are poorly 
    adapted to provide a record of the mountain’s glacial past. This 
    much, however, is plain: the summit of the mountain was 
(30)    considerably lowered and the sides deeply grooved during the time 
    when Shasta served as a center of dispersal for the glaciers of 
    the entire region. 
         When at length the glacial period began to draw near its 
    close, the ice mantle gradually melted off around the base of the 
(35)    mountain. In receding and breaking up into its present 
    fragmentary condition, the once great glacier left behind it a 
    ring of irregular heaps of moraine matter on which forests now 
    grow. The receding glacier left behind porous gravel and sand 
    that yields freely to the power of running water. In fact, 
(40)    several centuries ago when an eruption melted massive quantities 
    of ice and snow, a flood of extraordinary magnitude washed the 
    sand and gravel from the higher slopes to the mountain’s base, 
    creating conspicuous delta-like beds around the base. Upon these 
         flood-beds of soil flowery chaparral now grows. 
(45)         Thus, by forces seemingly antagonistic and destructive, 
    Nature accomplishes her designs—now a flood of fire, now a flood 
    of ice, now a flood of water. Then in the fullness of time an 
    outburst of organic life—Shasta the fire-mountain becomes forest 
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    and garden, with all its wealth of fruit and flowers, and the air 
(50)    stirred into one universal hum by rejoicing insects. 
 
10.   What can be inferred from lines 6-9?  
 
A. All mountains form in the same way. 
B. Volcanoes are all under one thousand feet in height. 
C. Most mountains take a long time to form. 
D. Different mountains are created in unique ways. 
  
11.   The term “deliberation” in line 16 most nearly means  
 
A. a slow, steady pace 
B. contemplation 
C. disagreement 
D. indecisiveness 
  
12.   Which of the following is NOT a function of the phrase “glacial winter” in line 18?  
 
A. to dramatize the process of glaciation 
B. to refer to an Ice Age 
C. to suggest a marked contrast from periods of volcanic activity 
D. to describe a particularly cold winter of long ago 
 
13. From the passage, it’s possible that Muir bases his version of Mount Shasta’s geological history primarily on 
the basis of 
 
A. the mountain’s flora and fauna 
B. the position and types of rock formations on the mountain 
C. settler’s histories 
D. his knowledge of other mountains 
 
14.   Based on the passage, which of the following topics would most interest Muir?  
 
 A. New data on earthquakes around Mount Shasta 
 B. A history of attempts to climb Mount Shasta 
 C. Local legends regarding the mountain 
 D. An anthropological study of Native American tribes living near Shasta 
 
15.   Which of the following best expresses the theme of this passage?  
 
 A. “Time Passes” 
 B. “One Mountain Long Ago” 
 C. “Shasta's Majestic Height” 
 D. “Shasta: A Study in Contradictory Forces” 

 

 

 
 
 


