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Overview 
In this pre-assessment activity, students 
describe their perceptions of a volcanic 
eruption in a personal journal entry. They 
then read an incredible eyewitness account
from the 79 A.D. eruption of Mount Vesuvius 
in Italy and compare this account to the 
eruption events depicted in journal entries.

Teacher Background
Testing student perceptions about volcanoes

Movie portrayals of volcanic eruptions such 
as “Volcano” or “Dante’s Peak” and television 
footage of Hawaiian lava flows often shape 
student perceptions of volcanoes. Although these 
types of media can sometimes be educational, 
they can also be deceptive and advance commonly 
held misperceptions and myths. This activity is 
best used as a pre–assessment tool to evaluate 
students’ understanding and perceptions of a 
volcanic eruption. 

Pliny the Elder as model volcano observer
Pliny the Younger wrote letters to a friend, the 
Roman historian Tacitus, describing observations 
of the Mount Vesuvius eruption of 79 AD 
that were made by Pliny the Younger and his 
uncle, Pliny the Elder. This eruption devastated 
nearby cities and killed 3,360 people. Numerous 
researchers have studied Pliny’s account and have 
found archeological and geological evidence to 
support his version of events. His account depicts 
what can happen in other volcanic eruptions.

Some volcanic processes described from Mount 
Vesuvius are similar to processes that might occur 
during eruptions at Cascade Range volcanoes. 
Pliny the Younger portrays the ash cloud from 
the eruption, “likening it to a pine tree.” Italian 
pine trees are shaped differently from those in 

Learner Objectives:
Students will:

●  Identify existing knowledge of
   volcanoes and volcano–related myths
●  Visualize and describe a volcanic
   eruption through creative story writing
●  Gain insight on volcanic processes,
   hazards, and community risk

Setting:  Classroom

Timeframe:  30 minutes; 20 minutes
   Writing A Journal Entry
    Reading A Real Volcano Eruption Story

Materials:
    Writing A Journal Entry 

● Copies of “Eruption!” student page 
● Pen or pencil

       Reading A Real Volcano Eruption Story
● Copies of “Letters from Pliny, 79 A.D.”
   student page
● Graphic for “Map of Vesuvius Area”

Grade Level: 6+ 1
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Vocabulary: Ash cloud, eruption, hot ash 
flow, lava flows,  pyroclastic flow, tsunami, 
volcanic ash

Skills:   Communicating, creative writing

Benchmarks:

Please see the Mount Rainier National 
Park Education Program website for
the most recent alignment of these 
activities with Washington State and
nationally approved education standards.

     http://www.nps.gov/mora/forteachers/
      curriculummaterials.htm

the Pacific Northwest. They have a trunk 
with branches concentrated at the top to form 
a broad canopy. Hence, the volcanic cloud 
described by Pliny is similar in shape to the 
mushroom–shaped cloud commonly observed 
in a volcanic ash eruption. Later on, Pliny 
talked about the darkness being “darker and  
thicker than any night.” Similar darkness also 
occurred during the May 18, 1980 eruption 
of Mount St. Helens, when volcanic ash 
darkened skies over eastern Washington.

Pliny observes volcanic processes that are 
common at many volcanoes

At one point, Pliny wrote that a cloud 
“stretched down to the ground and covered 
the sea” and “looms behind us following us 
like a flood poured across the land.” Pliny 
probably observed a pyroclastic flow or hot 
ash flow. These deadly clouds of hot gas and 
ash and larger particles are so dense they flow 
close to the ground and move rapidly down 
the sides of volcanoes. Most of the victims 
in the Vesuvius eruption were killed from 
asphyxiation in these pyroclastic flows. Casts 
of victims who were buried by ash and debris 
in Pompeii and Herculaneum can be seen in 
museums today. The sulfur smell noted by 
Pliny was from volcanic gases.

Pliny also described the earthquakes that 
occurred before, during, and after the 
eruption. Similar seismic activity would be 
expected prior to an eruption of Cascade 
Range volcanoes, a good warning of an 
impending eruption. When Pliny mentioned 
that the “sea was being sucked backwards,” 
he described what happens just before a 
tsunami. Water typically recedes from shore 
before rushing quickly back and washing 
inland. Strong earthquakes associated with the 
eruption of Mount Vesuvius caused tsunamis 
to flood coastal areas near the volcano.  
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Pliny wrote about lightning in the Vesuvius eruption cloud; many people have observed 
this phenomenon in other volcanic eruptions. The bright sheets of flame observed by Pliny 
could have been incandescent pyroclastic flows, or fires started by volcanic ash.  

With Pliny the Elder’s interest in the natural world and his ability to make careful 
observations, he would have made an excellent geologist. Pliny’s natural curiosity and 
careful note-taking are important traits for all scientists to develop.

In order to help students develop good observation and note-
taking skills, ask students to place all materials from this guide into a 
portfolio or field journal. This activity can be used as an introduction to 
their portfolio or field journal.

Procedure
Writing a Journal Entry
                                                                                                             
Write a journal entry about a volcanic eruption to assess knowledge of volcanic processes 
and terms.

1. Instruct students to read the account of a hypothetical eruption on the Eruption!
    student page. Students should then finish the story by writing their own hypothetical
    account of the remainder of the eruption based on their existing knowledge of
    volcanoes. This exercise is useful as a pre–assessment tool.

2. Discuss some of the volcanic events portrayed in the students’ stories. Write a list
    of volcano-related terms on a whiteboard or overhead.

Reading a Real Volcano Eruption Story                                      

Read accounts about the 79 A.D. eruption of Mount Vesuvius and compare with the 
students’ journal entries.

1. Briefly describe Pliny the Younger, the 79 A.D. Mount Vesuvius eruption, and the 
    location of the eruption. Use the graphic “Map of Vesuvius Area” to show the major
    cities mentioned by Pliny in his letters. Continue to display the graphic when reading 
    the letters so that students may refer to it.

2. As a class or smaller group, read the eruption accounts on the “Letters from Pliny, 
   79 A.D.” student page as a group. Add to your whiteboard or overhead list of 
   volcano-related terms. 

3. Use this list of volcano-related terms and processes to discuss the similarities and 
    differences between Pliny’s account of a real volcanic eruption and the students’ journal
    entries.
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Adaptations                                                                                

    ◆  Instead of reading Pliny’s letters, read survivor accounts from the Mount St. Helens
        eruptions.

◆  Direct younger students to draw a picture of a volcanic eruption and label the drawing.

Extensions                                                                                   

◆  Instruct students to highlight any words they do not understand in Pliny’s letters and
    students should research the definitions.

◆  At the end of your volcano teaching unit, tell students to reread Pliny’s letters and identify
    the volcanic processes that Pliny describes. How are they similar to processes at Mount 
    St. Helens? At Mount Rainier?

◆  Use Internet and library research to find drawings or photographs of Pompeii, during the
    79 A.D. eruptions and Pompeii today.

◆  Use Internet or library research to find similarities between the volcanic processes 
     described by Pliny and those predicted by geologists during an eruption of a Cascade 
     volcano.

◆  Invite an eyewitness of a Mount St. Helens eruption to talk to the class about what they
    observed when the volcano erupted.

◆  Watch any video that provides eyewitness accounts of volcanic eruptions and compare the
    observations made by survivors of any volcanic eruption to Pliny’s observations.

Assessment
                                             
Use Eruption! as a pre–assessment activity, and to engage students in the study of volcanoes. 
Repeat writing of “Journal Entry” after completion of activities in chapters 2 and 3 about 
volcanic processes and hazards. Compare and assess how the student’s ideas have grown to an 
understanding of eruptions at Mount Rainier and other Cascade volcanoes. Responses should 
indicate recognition of eruption processes at Cascade volcanoes, including ashfall, lava flows, 
pyroclastic flows and lahars. Refer to a scoring rubric to assess journal entry writing skills.
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Resources                                                           

A variety of videos about Mount St. Helens and other Cascade volcanoes are available 
through:
Discover Your Northwest
164 S. Jackson St.
Seattle, WA 98104
Customer Service: (877) 874-6775
http://www.discovernw.org/
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Refer to Internet Resources Page for a list of resources available as a supplement to 
this activity.
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Instructions:  Read the eyewitness accounts of a real volcanic eruption. Pliny, the Younger 
wrote these letters about his own and his uncle's experiences during the 79 A.D eruption of 
Mount Vesuvius in Italy.
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