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PLATE TECTONICS and EARTHQUAKES 
 

BACKGROUND 
What would you find if you drilled down below the Earth’s crust, or surface? You would 
reach the mantle, the molten layer of the Earth. Because it is melted rock, the mantle 
acts like a liquid and the crust “floats” on top of it. But the crust is not in one whole 
piece. Rather, it is made up of numerous plates that move – bumming into or moving 
away from other plates. These movements generally happen very slowly. The theory in 
geology that describes the plates and their movement is called plate tectonics.  
 
There are three main ways in which plates interact with each other. The first is called 
divergent – the plates move away from each other and can expose the mantle below, 
forming new crust or volcanoes. The second is called convergent– the plates move 
towards each other and can create mountains such as the Himalayans in India. The third 
is called transform – the plates move past each other horizontally.  
 
At locations where plates are moving, earthquakes are common. This is because 
movements are not smooth and plates “stick” together. Energy builds up until the plates 
suddenly move to catch up to each other. The release of energy results in an 
earthquake. These can be small and we may not even feel them. Or they can be big 
events and can cause damage to buildings and landscapes.  
 

ACTIVITY #1 
Pretend your hands are two tectonic plates. Demonstrate the three ways that plates 
interact with each other (see the diagrams below). Think about the geologic events that 
would occur. Then, push your hands together and at the same time, try to slide them 
past each other. Did they suddenly slip? That is similar to an earthquake!  
 

 
https://www.solpass.org/  
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ACTIVITY #2 
Scientists can track earthquakes to understand how plates are moving. This provides 
information to help predict when an earthquake will happen and to warn people living in 
the area. The name of the device used is called a seismograph. A seismograph detects 
vibrations in the Earth, recording the force and duration of an earthquake. 
 
You are going to make your own seismograph! 
 
Be sure you have the necessary materials. 

• Shoebox or tissue box with the side with the opening cut out 
• Paper or plastic cup (a plastic water bottle cut in half) 
• Felt tip pen (like a Sharpie) 
• Scissors 
• String 
• Long paper or regular paper cut and taped together to form a long strip 
• Tape 

 
Stand the box on one of the small ends. Cut two holes in the top (the other small end) 
and two 2-inch slits on both large sides close to the bottom. Cut a hole in the center of 
the bottom of the cup and holes on either side of the top. Put the pen into the hole in the 
bottom of the cup so ½ inch is sticking out.  
 
Push the string into the two holes in the cup and then through the holes in the box. Hang 
the cup so the pen touches the bottom of the box. Tie the ends of the string together. 
 
Cut paper to fit inside the slits in the box. Make a long strip by taping multiple pieces 
together so you can continually slide the paper. Push the paper through the slits. 
 
With the seismograph on a flat surface, shake the box while you pull the paper. Ask 
someone to help you hold the box if need be. See what happens to the line when the 
box is shaken in different ways. 
 
REVIEW QUESTIONS 

1. What is the theory of plate tectonics? 
 
 

2. What are the three ways that plates interact with each other? 
 
 

3. What is a seismograph? How does it work? 


