
Volcanoes erupt in many different ways. Some are more dangerous than others,  

with different associated hazards. This activity recreates four styles of eruption  

and can be used to demonstrate both volcanic hazards (Geography) and the way 

volcanoes work (Science). The entire activity can be run with minimal explanation 

in about 10 minutes, or with detailed explanations over about 30 minutes. By  

adapting your commentary, the activity can be used for any age group.  

 

Detailed instructions on how to set up each “eruption” are given separately. Here, 

you will see how to run the activity. 

 

The first “eruption” is effusive – a lava flow. Before you set off the eruption, hold 

up a print out of the photo  

supplied, which shows a lava  

flow field in Hawaii. This type of  

eruption is of low-silica lava  

(basalt) which is liquid with a  

“ketchup” consistency, so it  

pours onto the surface.   

The second “eruption” is Strombolian. This involves the lava of the same 

                                                                composition (basalt), but here gas is still  

                                                                exsolving from the lava. Gases exsolve 

                                                                as magma ascends toward the surface  

                                                                and pressure decreases. Because this  

                                                                lava is runny, gas can move through it  

                                                                easily, and bursts onto the surface. This 

                                                                results in the spectacular eruptions filmed  

                                                                at Stromboli, Etna, and Hawaii (among  

                                                                others). Your “eruption” can be a vent- 

                                                                type (pictured) or a lava lake type. Before  

                                                                setting off your “eruption”, hold up the  

                                                                real-life photo provided. 
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The third eruption style is Vulcanian. The  

real-life photo provided (from Santiaguito,  

Guatemala) shows what this eruption looks  

like. These are explosive eruptions of mainly  

gas and ash, not lava. The magma at these  

volcanoes is very high in silica (dacite or  

rhyolite) and it is so viscous, gas struggles  

to escape. Vulcanian behaviour is cyclic –  

gas pressure builds up and is explosively  

released in these relatively small, but  

violent eruptions. Cycles vary in length  

between volcanoes. Small ash clouds can  

drift away from the vent – in reality and in your 

recreation (see photo). 

The final eruption style is Plinian – the real-life photo is from 

Pinatubo, Philippines. Magma is very high in silica (dacite or  

rhyolite) and is so viscous that gas struggles to escape.  

When activity is vulcanian, the pressure is relieved by regular  

eruptions –  this is called an “open” volcanic system. When  

the system is “closed”, the gas is contained and so pressure  

keeps building. The result can be a Plinian eruption. These  

explosions are so powerful they fragment the magma into  

chunks of stiff foam (called pumice) and tiny fragments of  

ash. Real Plinian explosions can be sustained for days, but  

your model will not erupt for this long!   
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