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The Page in My Lesson Plan: Today We Make a Volcano
Erupt

My lesson plan lay open on the volcano page, and I wrote a small line in pencil
beside it: this time no demonstration, they do it themselves. In my sixth year
teaching science, in past years I had always made the volcano erupt on the podium for

them to watch. The bubbles rose, the students went wow, and then they opened the
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textbook. I felt that wow came too cheap, came easy, and was forgotten just as fast.

A week before the experiment, I split the class into eight groups and gave each a
roll of newspaper, a bottle of paste, and an empty bottle. The task sheet read: first
build a volcano; next class, make it erupt. The class representative asked worriedly:

teacher, will it make the classroom dirty? I said: yes, very dirty. His eyes lit up.

That week, eight crooked volcanoes lined the back wall of the classroom. Some
slopes were pasted so thick they looked like steamed buns; some craters were cut too
wide, like bowls. Not one was beautiful, and every one was made by their own hands. 1
looked at them from the corridor, like looking at a row of children waiting for a

meal.

On experiment day, standing at the side of the podium, I only handed out
materials: white vinegar, baking soda, dish soap, food coloring, measuring cups,
trays. I gave no steps; the steps were on the task sheet. In the first group, the one
who poured the vinegar was a boy who never raised his hand in class. He held the cup
and poured along the inner wall, then looked up at me. I nodded, and he grinned. In
the second group, the girls dropped coloring into the vinegar, one drop not enough,

another drop added, consulting like perfumers.

The third group’ s volcano erupted first. The baking soda fell into the vinegar
with a gurgle, red foam surged out of the crater, and ran down the newspaper slope.
The whole class rose from their seats, a unified gasp rolling over, then each group’ s
shouts rising one after another. A girl banged the table demanding why her group had
not erupted yet; three seconds later theirs did, and she shouted louder than anyone.

I stood by the podium and never once moved the chalk in my hand.

After the eruptions, the classroom was a wreck: foam on the desks, paper scraps
on the floor, two volcanoes soaked flat. The children fought over wiping the tables,
fought to rescue their volcanoes, and group eight crowded around a collapsed paper
mountain debating how to repair it tomorrow. One group ran up and asked: teacher, we
looked it up, it was not enough vinegar, can we try again tomorrow? I said yes, the

supply cabinet is always open.

Before the bell I asked them: why does a volcano erupt? Eight groups gave seven
answers: gas, acid, the vinegar and the baking soda fighting. I gave no standard
answer and only wrote the word carbon dioxide on the blackboard. Not one person took
notes that class, yet I know they remembered. The best face of science is that gasp

you cannot hold back, and the question asked after collapse: can we try once more.

That evening while preparing lessons, I added another line under the pencil note
on the volcano page: do it this way again next year. Outside the window the wind

blew; the half bottle of leftover white vinegar in the supply cabinet gleamed under
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the lamp. In my sixth year teaching, I felt for the first time that the wow was no

longer cheap. The children had earned it themselves.
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