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Subduction zones Small amounts of crustal rocks partially melt due to dehydration of the subducting crust, volcanoes form and the sinking process pulls the plate deeper into the Earth, driving further plate motion.

The cracked crust
The Earth’s brittle crust is formed from large and 
small ‘plates’ of solid rock sitting above a mantle 
in constant motion. Plate tectonics describes the 
geological processes and formations that create 

and destroy this crust, including: mid ocean ridges, 
mountain building, volcanic chains and island arcs, 

subduction zones and transform faults.

Plates
Continental crust sits like floating 

islands of thick, lighter rocks, 

while denser oceanic crust is more 

regularly destroyed by the processes 

of plate tectonics. The Earth is unique 

compared to other planets in having a 

complex system of plate tectonics.
Plate boundaries

The massive forces at plate 
boundaries cause earthquakes 
and volcanoes, and can lead to 
tsunamis. Plate boundaries can 

be divergent (pulling apart), 
convergent (pushing together) 

or transform (sideways or 
rotational movement).
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Mid-ocean ridges 

Upwelling mantle material forms basaltic rock at 

long underwater mountain chains where the plates 

are pushed apart. As rocks crystallise, magnetic 

minerals align with the current N-S axis of the Earth. 

This axis flips, creating a pattern of ‘flipped’ and 

‘non-flipped’ states that are reflected in the pattern 

of rocks as they spread out from the ridges. This 

process happens over hundreds of millions of years.


