
      Earthquakes are sudden movements in the Earth’s 
      crust. The crust is the layer of the Earth which is 
      directly under our feet. The crust is composed of  
      large plates of rock that move very slowly and  
      continuously. There are approximately 20 total plates 
      that make up the crust. As the plates move around, 
      they place forces on the plates surrounding them 
      and on themselves. When the force is large enough, 

those plates break. When they break, the stress from the force is released along the 
plate in a wave-form which is why we feel an earthquake. An earthquake can be felt 
as a shaking, rolling or sudden shock of the Earth’s surface. Scientists call that place 
where the plates break a fault.  
 
There are four main types of faults, or plate movements. They are dip-slip normal, dip-
slip reverse, strike-slip and oblique-slip. How do these plates move? We need to take a 
closer look at the layers of the Earth to answer that. The outermost 
layer is the crust. The very next layer is called the mantle. The mantle 
has two different parts. The upper part is mostly thick liquid rock. 
It is always on the move because of the heating and cooling of 
rock substance. The plates that compose the crust float on this  
layer. Plates move about two centimeters each year. 
 
Scientists rate and compare earthquakes using the Richter Scale. This ranks 
earthquakes on their magnitude with a number from 0-10. The higher the rating- the 
higher the severity of the earthquake. The magnitude is measured using a 
seismograph. This instrument measures the shaking of the Earth. The largest 
recorded earthquake in the United States occurred in 1964. This earthquake had a 
magnitude of 9.2 when it struck Prince William Sound, Alaska. The most destructive 
earthquake in the United States happened in San Francisco in 1906. Approximately one 
million earthquakes happen each year all across the globe.  

Earthquakes: Informational Text 
taking a  
closer 
look 

This bridge collapsed in the 1989 Loma 
Prieta earthquake in San Francisco. 

This photo shows the damage from 
the 1906 earthquake in San Francisco. 
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Earthquakes: Comprehension Questions taking a  
closer 
look 

1. What is an earthquake? 

________________________________

________________________________

________________________________	  

Name: ____________________     Date: ___________	  

2. Name the three ways we can feel an earthquake. 

________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________	  

4. What is the Richter Scale? 

________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________	  

5. Describe one Earthquake that has hit the United States and 

the damage it caused. 

________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________	  

3. How does the Earth’s mantle cause earthquakes? 

________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________	  
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