Plate Boundaries

The Earth’s surface is broken into rigid plates that move around and interact with each other.  Plates can interact in three ways:

1.  Diverging plate boundaries: 

Where plates move away from each other, or diverge, magma rises up into cracks in the rock.  This magma solidifies into new rock, creating new ocean floor.  The hot magma and young hot rock are less dense than the older rock of the ocean floor, and therefore they ride higher on the plastic rock of the mantle.  This creates long undersea mountain ranges called mid ocean ridges where plates diverge.

2.  Converging plate boundaries:
Where plates move toward each other, or converge, one of two things can happen.
A.  If one of the plates is made of the heavy rock of the ocean floor, that dense plate will sink into the mantle in a process called subduction.  Subduction causes melting of rocks, and the magma rises up to fuel volcanoes on the plate that did not sink.   As a result, subduction zones create long mountain chains that include volcanoes.

B.  If both plates are made of the light rock of the continents, neither plate will sink.  Instead, the continents collide to build enormous mountain ranges in the middle of continents. 

3.  Transform faults:
Where plates slide past each other horizontally, earthquakes occur.  These huge faults (transform faults) do not usually create mountains or volcanoes.

