Earthquake Lesson: Interpreting USGS Seismicity Maps

Summary

In this activity, students work alone or in groups to answer questions about recent earthquakes. The USGS maintains a website featuring maps of earthquakes that have occurred within the past week, as well as material about past earthquakes. This activity requires students to interpret the seismicity maps, review the lists of earthquakes contained in the map, and relate the locations of mapped earthquakes to plate boundaries.

Learning Goals

Students will look at locations and magnitudes of recent earthquakes in the U.S. and globally to gain a better understanding of where and how frequently earthquakes occur. This lesson also focuses on reading maps and includes a brief review of plate boundary types.

Context for Use

This activity was developed for use in a high school (grades 9-12) earth science class. The goal of this lesson is for students to gain an understanding of where earthquakes occur and to learn about several historical earthquakes. Students should have previously learned about plate tectonics and types of plate boundaries. Lesson duration: 45 minutes.

Description and Teaching Materials

The opening set of slides for this unit examines where earthquakes occur, explores the relationship between earthquake location and tectonic plate boundaries, explains that seismology includes more than just earthquakes, and looks at historical significant earthquakes. 

Students may need assistance with interpreting the USGS map legends and determining the correct plate boundaries referred to in the questions.

Screenshots from the USGS website are included, and more recent datasets can be obtained at http://earthquake.usgs.gov 

Assessment

Instructors can assess student learning through interaction in the classroom while the students complete the activity in addition reviewing worksheet answers. 
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