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1.
What does “plate tectonics” mean?


Plate tectonics refers to the moving pieces that make up Earth’s crust. The crust and upper mantle (to about 60 km deep) of the Earth is divided into about 8 major and many more minor plates that fit together. They resemble pieces of a jigsaw puzzle, and the boundaries between the plates are known as faults, rifts, or fault lines. 


The plates are always moving very slowly and in different directions. At some boundaries, the plates are diverging, or moving apart; at others, they’re forced together or slide past one another. The mantle of the earth goes through a process called slow convection, and it gives the plates the power to move. The movement of tectonic plates along fault lines can cause earthquakes, tsunamis, and volcanic eruptions. 

2. What is the San Andreas Fault?

The San Andreas Fault is located in California. A fault is a boundary between two tectonic plates, and the San Andreas Fault separates the Pacific and North American plates. The Pacific Plate is moving northwest, while the North American Plate is moving southwest. This is happening very slowly, but it means that in a long time, California will be split in half. In the meantime the stress of the plates rubbing against each other causes earthquakes in California. 

3. What tectonic plate is North America on?

North America lies on the North American tectonic plate. On the West Coast, the North American plate is bordered by the Juan de Fuca plate, the Pacific plate, and the Cocos plate. The plate boundaries on the other sides of the North American plate are far away from land. 

4. What are the types of tectonic plate boundaries?

There are three types of tectonic plate boundaries. Divergent boundaries are boundaries where plates pull away from each other. As they move apart, new crust is created. Convergent boundaries are boundaries where one plate slides under another and part of the crust is destroyed. Finally, transform boundaries are boundaries where the plates slide past one another. No crust is created or destroyed at a transform boundary. The movement at tectonic plate boundaries causes earthquakes, volcanoes, ocean trench and mountain formation. 

5. What are the names of the tectonic plates?

There are many small tectonic plates on the surface of the planet but there are seven large plates. These are: the African Plate, the Antarctic Plate, the Eurasian Plate, the North American Plate, the Pacific Plate, and the South American Plate. 

6. What tectonic plates are found in the area of North and South America?

In the region of North and South America, you will find the following tectonic plates: the North American Plate, the South American Plate, the Caribbean Plate, the Scotia Plate, the Nazca Plate, the Juan de Fuca Plate, and the Cocos Plate. 

7. What are plateaus and how do they form?

Plateaus are elevated plains that have a steep slope bordering at least one side. Plateaus can be created by volcanoes or erosion. When a volcano erupts, the top of the mountain is frequently blown off. Over time, as long as the volcano is active, the eruptions continue to change the top of the mountain and it becomes flattened. Plateaus also form when land is uplifted by underground fault lines and then eroded over thousands of years on the sides by rivers and streams. The sides can also be eroded by ice or glaciers. 

8. What is sea floor spreading?

Sea floor spreading occurs at boundaries between tectonic plates. When plates move apart in the ocean, magma (molten rock) comes out through the cracks. The ocean water cools the magma, which creates new crust. Over the course of millions of years, seafloor spreading has caused South America to drift further and further away from Africa. The two continents were once attached!

9. What causes earthquakes?

The Earth's top layer is covered by large slabs of crust, called tectonic plates. These plates float on the molten rock layer that exists underneath the crust. Earth’s plates are always moving a little, and slight slippage between plates causes tiny earthquakes every day. Sometimes though, two plates will press against each other, causing pressure to build up for a very long time. Eventually, this force becomes too much, and the plates shift over one another, under one another, or from side to side to release the pressure. This is what causes intense earthquakes. 

10. What evidence is there for continental drift?

Fossils of the same plant species from the Paleozoic era have been found across many continents. Since these plants weren’t able to travel across oceans, they probably spread everywhere because the continents were once connected together. Fossils of tropical plants were found in Antarctica, so it probably was formally located by the equator. Large belts of rock on the eastern coast of South America match up with belts of rock on the western coast of Africa. Evidence also suggests that glaciers moved from Africa to South America, which would not have been likely to happen if there was an ocean in between the continents. 

11. How do islands form? 

There are different types of islands that form in different ways. Continental islands lie on the continental shelves near continents. They’re simply landmass, like all the other parts of the continent. These islands include Long Island, NY; Greenland; and Great Britain. Volcanic islands form over time, as lava from an underwater volcano gradually builds up, until it piles up above the surface of the water. The Hawaiian Islands are volcanic islands. Finally, tropical islands are found closer to the equator, and can result from a number of geological processes. 

12. What is a rift valley? 


A rift valley is a long, narrow valley surrounded by two or more geographic faults in the earth’s crust. It is created when two tectonic plates either slide past each other or spread away from each other. Rifts can happen on mountains and plateaus, and even on the sea floor. On land, rift valleys often fill with water to become freshwater lakes.

13. How did scientists discover plate tectonics? 

The movement of tectonic plates along fault lines can cause earthquakes, tsunamis, and volcanic eruptions. These are very visible effects of plate tectonics. Scientists also have clues that around 25 million years ago, all land on Earth was one big continent called Pangaea. The tectonic plates that split apart eventually formed the continents as we know them today. If you look at a map of the world, you can see how some of the continents can fit together like a puzzle. For example, the eastern coast of South America fits into the western coast of Africa. Archaeologists have also found fossils of the same species spread across areas now separated by oceans. This wouldn’t be possible unless the continents were once connected. 

14. Why does the ocean floor slope down?

Just like the land, the ocean floor is uneven. Water is typically found at points on Earth that are very low. That's because water has collected there. The oceans floor is below the land because the oceans are the lowest parts of Earth. The entire ocean floor is not sloped, in the same way that not all land is sloped. The different levels and angles of all surfaces on Earth are determined by the movement of tectonic plates as well as ice, water, and rocks over millions of years. 

15. Can you tell me about the Interior Plains area? 

The Interior Plains are a region in the center of the North American continent. The area was formed between 1.9 and 1.8 billion years ago during something called the Trans-Hudsonian orogeny, which is when old parts of continental crust, called cratons, welded together to become the continent we know today. The region is low lying, with the exception of the Black Hills of South Dakota, and has been tectonically stable for about 500 million years. That means that there haven't been any earthquakes, volcanoes, or other grumblings beneath the surface of the earth in that area.

16. Is the Atlantic Ocean growing? 

The Atlantic Ocean is growing wider, and the Pacific Ocean is becoming less wide, because of plate tectonics. There is a big mid-ocean ridge in the Atlantic between two continental plates. Magma comes up through this ridge and pushes apart the ocean floor. This is called an oceanic spreading center. The Atlantic Ocean growing pushes the continents closer together on each side of the Pacific Ocean, making it smaller. This happens at a rate of about one centimeter per year. 

17. What is the continental divide?

The continental divide is an elevated line of terrain which acts as a sort of border or dividing line. In North America, for example, it is a ridge of high ground that runs north-south through the Rocky Mountains. All the water on the west side of the continental divide—lakes, rivers, streams, etc.—drains into the Pacific Ocean, while all the water on the east side drains into the Atlantic. 


