Lesson 3.5 A mechanism that moves continents

Sea Floor Spreading

The gradual spreading of the ocean floor away from the mid-ocean ridge.

Convection currents were thought to be responsible – they took the rocks down at destructive margins and new rocks were created when the plates spread. 

It is now thought that there are 3 possible ways that plates move:-

1. movement of convection currents in the mantle

2. the mass of the subducted plate drags the plate down

3. at constructive margins, the new plate material slides off higher oceanic ridges

Fred Vine brought together the ideas of 

1. reversals in the earth’s magnetic field

2. magnetism patterns in the sea floor

3. sea floor spreading

to explain the zebra-stripes of magnetism coming out from the sea floor away from the ridge crest.

The Earth’s mantle is hot because radioactive elements are decaying and releasing energy.

Information Contributing to the theory of Plate Tectonics

· Oceanic plates are young compared to continental plates

· GPS shows plates are moving

· Magnetic stripes at oceanic ridges

· Top of oceanic ridges are only made of basalt

· Oceanic crust is thin compared to continental crust

· Earthquakes and volcanoes outline plate margins

· Iron-rich magmas at constructive plate margins show that magma has been partly melted

· Sedimentation is thin over oceanic ridges (as not much time has elapsed since they were formed) but is thickens as you move away from the ridge

