
DETERMINING PLATE MOVEMENT  

How do scientists figure out the direction and speed of tectonic plate movement?  This 
Lab Exercise will walk you through that process.  Be sure to ask questions, but read 
through these instructions first and take a look at the Station Data Sheets and the raw 
data.  It might take 10 to 15 minutes for things to soak in.  Give it some time.  

The San Andreas Fault is in California and it is the boundary line between the North 
American Plate and the Pacific Plate.  The movement of these two plates creates a 
transform plate boundary in this location meaning that the two plates are neither moving 
toward one another or away from one another-- the two plates are moving past one 
another laterally.  Place two books on the table with their bindings right next to each 
other and slide the book bindings along one another.  This is lateral motion and this is 
what is happening along the San Andreas Fault.  

You have likely heard that California is going to fall off into the ocean one day.  Let’s 
clear that up.  It’s not going to happen in a day and it’s not the entire state of California.  
The process is already happening.  The plates are moving millimeters per year.  The 
Baja Peninsula in Mexico has already torn away from the western side of Mexico and 
that tearing will continue up through California.  It will take another 10 million years or 
so.  The San Andreas Fault runs up through the western side of California and 
encounters the ocean near San Francisco.  This means that the parts of California that 
are east and north of the San Andreas Fault will not be moving out into the ocean.  See 
map on the Plate Tectonics Lab Exercise website.  

Seismologists have set up GPS sensors all across California to determine the precise 
movement of these plates.  This is called Geodesy (measuring the shape, size or 
movement of the earth).  You are going to analyze some of that data in this Lab 
Exercise, but not everyone will be analyzing the same data.  Once we are finished, we 
will pool the data and see what we have.  

I will have you fill out one station data sheet (based on your last name) and e-mail it to 
me before I give you the rest of your data.  This will ensure that you are on the right 
track with it all.  You don't know which stations you will need to complete, so don't just fill 
them out randomly.  Wait for my reply to your first completed data sheet. 

Once you bring up the raw data, you will first need to mark down the station code (4-
digits of letters and/or numbers).  

You will likely have several years of data at each station.  

Take a blank Station Data Sheet and start filling in the details.  Take it one line at a time.  
It's actually quite easy once you figure out what is what.  You will be much better off 
filling in the data on your computer screen (rather than printing off 10 copies on paper). 
Either way, please make sure that your answers are all in red.  If using the Word format  



is easier than using PDF for this, then feel free to use it.  There is a link for both.  

For latitude, look at row 11, column B.  For longitude, look at row 11 column C.  Round 
off these values to just two decimal places.  Don’t worry about the degree symbol.  

Once you make your way through the first Station Data Sheet, the remaining Station 
Data Sheets will be fairly straight-forward.  There is still a little bit of math involved, but 
it's not too bad.  E-mail me with questions. 

Now go to the Plate Tectonics Lab Exercise page and you will need to fill in 10 Station 
Data Sheets to complete this assignment.  Once you get going, you will see that this 
Lab Exercise is actually an easy 10 points.  Getting the ball rolling is the hard part.  

www.sc4geography.net/geography/EarthScience/platetectonics.lab.exercise.html  

Again, e-mail your first completed data sheet to me before moving on and I will send 
you further instructions. 

E-mail me with questions.  This is not a Quiz.  


