
Unit 7 Plate Tectonics:  Key Concept Notes      
 
Structure of the Earth 

 The Earth is composed of three main layers 
1. The crust (The thin outer layer of the Earth where life can exist; and where natural 

resources are found)  
2. The mantle (The thickest layer which contains rocky material that is flexible due to heat 

and pressure) 
3. The core (contains the liquid metal outer core and the solid metal inner core) 

 Other layers 
1. Lithosphere:  is the top layer of the Earth consisting of the crust and upper mantle 

 Broken into 15 major pieces called tectonic plates 
2. Asthenosphere:  is the layer of the mantle just below the tectonic plates.  

Convection currents of slow moving rock in this layer of the Earth cause tectonic 
plates to move at about 1 to 5 cm per year 

 Continental crust: A thick layer of rock making up the continents.  It is much thicker, but not as 
dense as oceanic crust 

 Oceanic crust: the part of the Earth's crust that makes up the seafloor. It's thinner, denser, and 
simpler in structure than the continental crust.  
  

Plate Tectonics 
Continental Drift was a hypothesis proposed by Alfred Wegener.  It stated that the continents were once 
joined into one super -continent t he called “Pangea”.  Wegener used three lines of evidence to support 
his hypothesis: 

1. Continental outline:  The outline of the continents made it appear as if they had been “torn 
away” from one another 

2. Land Features and fossils:  if the continents were placed together then land features such as 
mountains of the same age and composition line up.  Fossils of various species of plants and 
animals also line up when the continents are pieced together 

3. Climatic Evidence:  Evidence of glacier activity found in tropical regions suggests these areas 
were once closer to the arctic regions. Fossils of tropical plants and animals are found in 
subarctic regions.  Plant remains, such as oil and coal are also found in arctic regions.   This 
suggests that these pieces of land were once closer to the equator 

Wegener’s ideas were not accepted because he couldn’t show how continents could move thousands of 
miles to their current locations.  Today, it is known that the crust is broken into 15 major tectonic plates 
that all move due to convection currents in the Earths’ mantle.   
 
Three types of tectonic plate boundaries: 

1. Divergent:  Where plates move away from one another, new ocean crust is created as 
magma rises to the surface.  This process is called sea floor spreading and is associated with 
mid-ocean ridges which are created by volcanic activity on the fault.  Over land, divergent 
boundaries can cause rifts and rift valleys 

2. Convergent: Where tectonic plates move into one another.  As continental plates collide, 
mountains are formed.  When one plate slides underneath another, old crust is consumed 
back into the mantle.  This is called a subduction zone.  Where old crust gets pushed into the 
mantle it heats up and liquefies into magma which rises to form volcanoes.  Deep trenches 
occur at many subduction zones. 

3. Transform: The tectonic plates move horizontally in different directions and cause land 
features to appear offset  


