
That’s How We Roll: Modeling seismic waves 
 
Name:         Date:    
 
In this activity you will use a slinky to observe the movement of seismic 
waves.  Write complete sentences 
 
Primary waves 
1. Two people in the group should hold either end of the slinky.  Switch 
around so everyone gets a chance to make the waves 
2. Clear off your table so that you have a wide flat area. 
3. Stretch the slinky out across the long axis of the table and have a person 
hold each end of the slinky. 
4. The person at one end should gather up (squeeze together) 15 coils in one 
hand while still holding the end with their other hand. They should then 
quickly release the 15 coils but need to still hold onto the end with their 
other hand. (The person at the opposite end should not move the slinky.) 
5. Describe (or sketch) the movement of the slinky coils as the wave travels 
between the two people.         
             
 
 
 
Primary (P) waves are compressional waves, meaning that molecules are 
alternately pushed together and pulled apart as the wave energy passes 
through a section of the earth’s crust.  The energy and the molecules move in 
the same direction, and the molecules move back to their original positions 
once the wave has passed. 
How well did the slinky coils illustrate the P wave movements?   
             
 
Secondary waves 
6. Again stretch the slinky across the table between two people. 
7. While one person holds one end steady, the person at the other end should 
begin to slowly move the slinky side to side across the table.  Gradually 
increase the speed of the wave. Observe the motion of the slinky as the wave 
passes between the two people. 
8. Describe (or sketch) the movement of the slinky as the wave passed 
between the two people         
             
 
 



9. What happened to the size of the wave as the speed increased?  
             
 
Secondary (S) waves are shear waves, meaning that molecules move at right 
angles relative to the direction that the wave travels.   
How well did the movement of the Slinky coils illustrate the movement caused 
by S waves?            
 
Surface waves 
10. Squish together all the coils of the slinky and hold it between your two 
hands.  Move both hands in a circular motion moving your right hand up while 
you move your left hand down keeping the slinky squished between the two 
hands. 
Surface waves cause the particles on earth’s surface to move up or down or 
back and forth as the waves pass.  They cause rocking, rolling and vibrating 
of the surface experienced during an earthquake.  These are waves that 
cause the damage in an earthquake.     As they move through brittle surface 
materials, they can permanently change the molecules through which they 
have passed. 
 
11. Why do you think these can cause the most damage?    
            
             
 
 


