
All About Earthquakes



The Earth’s Crust
The Earth has 4 layers:

The crust: This is the outermost 
layer. The land we stand on is 
not just one solid piece. It is 
made of many pieces called 
plates. These plates fit together 
like puzzle pieces.

The mantle

The inner core

The outer core



An earthquake is the sudden and sometimes violent shaking of the Earth’s crust. It 
can have devastating effects on the land and areas on the surface as a result of the 
shock waves from the energy built up underground.

What is an Earthquake?



Large earthquakes often occur at tectonic plate boundaries. 

Small earthquakes happen on these boundaries several times a day, but are so small 
that they can only be detected with specialised equipment.

What is an Earthquake?

Explore the latest earthquakes 
here: 

https://earthquake.usgs.gov/ear
thquakes/map/

https://earthquake.usgs.gov/earthquakes/map/
https://earthquake.usgs.gov/earthquakes/map/


The Earth’s Plates

The Earth’s plates are 
always moving. They 

move so slowly that we 
usually can’t feel it. 

The edges of plates are 
called faults. Faults 

can rub together, push 
toward each other, or 
pull away from each 

other. 

Take a look at the 
Earth’s plates. How 
many faults do you 
notice in the United 

States?



Tectonic Plates



How Tectonic Plates Move
Plates can move in 3 different ways

1. diverge 

2. converge

3. transform
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When the break line (the 
fault line) between two 
plates suddenly moves, this 
causes friction which 
creates a build up of 
pressure. The movement 
causes vibrations (seismic 
waves) to race rapidly 
outward in all directions 
from the focus (the point 
where the earthquake 
originated). The point at 
ground level directly above 
the focus is the epicentre, 
where the earthquake is felt 
at its strongest.

Fault Lines



How Strong Is It?

There are two main ways to 
measure the power of an 
earthquake.

Machines called seismographs 
measure the power of an 
earthquake at its epicentre on a 
scale called the Richter scale. 

Another measure is the Mercalli
scale, and this is based on people’s 
observations during an earthquake.



Comparing Earthquakes



Comparing Earthquakes
Mercalli Intensity Effect

I Felt by no-one.

II Felt by very few people. Hanging objects may swing.

III Felt by many but they don’t realise it is an earthquake.

IV Felt indoors by most people. Vibrations similar to a lorry hitting a building.

V Felt by nearly everyone. Sleeping people may be woken. Trees and telegraph 
poles sway.

VI Felt by all. People run outside. Furniture moves. Slight damage to property.

VII Felt by all. People run outside. Moderate damage to buildings

VIII Specially designed buildings damaged, others collapse.

IX All buildings damaged. Cracks appear in ground.

X Many buildings destroyed. 

XI Almost all buildings destroyed. Wide cracks in the ground. Water, gas and 
electric out of action.

XII Total destruction. The ground moves in waves or ripples.



TSUNAMIS
When an earthquake occurs at the bottom of the sea, it can push water upwards, 
creating massive waves called Tsunamis. 



A quick recap!
The tectonic plates which make up the Earth’s crust are 

constantly moving. This movement is so slow that it cannot be 
felt by those living on Earth.

When two plates slide past each other it is called a conservative 
plate boundary.

As the plates push past each other, they can get stuck. This 
causes pressure to increase until the plates deform and suddenly 

jolt past each other.

Energy that has built up under the ground during this time is 
released as seismic waves and causes the damage we see from 

earthquakes.


