Continental Drift

The hypothesis that state that the continents once formed a single landmass, broke up, and drifted to their present locations.

Pangaea

The supercontinent that formed 300 million years ago and that began to break up 250 million years ago.

Mid-ocean Ridge

A long, undersea mountain chain that has a steep, narrow valley at its center, that forms as magma rises from the asthenosphere, and that creates new oceanic lithosphere (sea floor) as tectonic plates move apart.

Sea-floor Spreading

The process by which new oceanic lithosphere (sea floor) forms as magma rises to Earth’s surface and solidifies at a mid-ocean ridge. 

Paleomagnetism

The study of the alignment of magnetic minerals in rock, specifically as it relates to the reversal of Earth’s magnetic poles.

Plate Tectonics

The theory that explains how large pieces of the lithosphere, called plates, move and change shape.
Lithosphere

The solid, outer layer of Earth that consists of the crust and the rigid upper part of the mantle.

Asthenosphere

The solid, plastic layer of the mantel beneath the lithosphere; made of mantle rock  that flows very slowly, which allows tectonic plates to move on top of it. 

Divergent Boundary

The boundary between two tectonic plates that are moving away from each other.

Convergent Boundary

The boundary between two tectonic plates that are colliding.

Transform Boundary

The boundary between two tectonic plates that are sliding past each other horizontally.

Convection

The movement of matter due to differences in density that are caused by temperature variations; can result in the transfer of heat.

Rifting

The process by which Earth’s crust breaks apart; can occur within oceanic crust or continental crust.

Terrane

A piece of lithosphere that has a unique geologic history and that may be part of a larger piece of lithosphere, such as a continent.
Supercontinent Cycle

The process by which supercontinents form and break apart over millions of years.

Panthalassa

The single, large ocean that covered Earth’s surface during the time the supercontinent Pangea existed.

Deformation

The bending, tilting, and breaking of Earth’s crust; the change in shape of rock in response to stress.

Isostasy
A condition of gravitational and buoyant equilibrium between Earth’s lithosphere and asthenosphere.

Mountain Range
A series of mountains that are closely related in orientation, age, and mode of formation. 

Stress
The amount of force per unit area that acts on a rock.

Oceanic Crust
Crust that is dense and made of rock that is rich in iron and magnesium.
Fold
A form of ductile strain in which rock layers bend, usually the result of compression.

Continental Crust

Crust that has a low density and is made of rock that is rich in silica.

Fault





A break in a body of rock along which one block slides relative to another; a form of brittle strain.

Earthquakes

A movement or trembling of the ground that is caused by a sudden release of energy when rocks along a fault move.

Strain

Any change in a rock’s shape or volume caused by stress; deformation.

Volcanoes
A vent or fissure in the Earth’s surface through which magma and gases are expelled.





