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Earth Science

Lesson 1.5- Earthquakes 

What causes earthquakes? What do they look like? Where are they most likely to 
occur? Here we will discover the answers to these questions and all sorts of ground-
breaking facts about earthquakes! 

Earthquakes—A Shaky Situation
Imagine you are walking down the street one sunny day when suddenly—woah! —the 
earth beneath your feet begins to shake and quake! How did that happen?!  

Earthquakes occur when tectonic plates suddenly bump into each other. As you know, 
tectonic plates are like huge, rock puzzle pieces deep in the earth’s crust that can be 
hundreds of miles long. Although they move at a slow rate, they are constantly on the 
move. Scientists believe the fastest plate might move about 6 inches a year.  That’s how 
fast your hair grows! As the tectonic plates shift, they may bump into or drag along the 
edge of another plate, causing an earthquake. Believe it or not, about half a million 
earthquakes happen every single day. That’s more than 180 million quakes per year! 
Most of them aren’t even felt because they are too small, too deep in the ground, or 
happen beneath the sea. While most earthquakes happen about 50 miles deep into 
the ground, some can be as deep as 400 miles. But, as we will soon see, some can be  
powerful enough to knock down buildings.

Scientists are not able to predict when these plates will decide to give each other a 
mighty high-five, but they can measure earthquakes on the Richter scale once they 
happen. The Richter scale is a measuring system with numbers that typically range from 
0-10, rating  the severity of the earthquake. Zero would be completely unnoticeable and 
10 would be severely damaging. Here is a chart showing which effects can be observed 
depending on the earthquake’s rating on the Richter scale:
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