
1.2 Continents Change Position Over Time (14-19) 
 

1. Continents join together and split apart 
a. Hypothesis - Continental Drift proposed by German scientist Alfred 

Wegener in 1800; continents were once joined (Pangaea), split and drifted 
apart to current positions. 

b. Many did not accept Wegener’s idea because he could not explain how 
and there was not any evidence to back 
 

2. Evidence for Continental Drift 
a. Fossils - fossils of Mesosaurus, an ancient reptile (270 mya) were found in 

east coast of S. Am and west coast of Africa. 
b. Climate - tropical plant evidence (fossils) in Greenland which is now 

covered in ice (moved from equator  region up to the north)  and glacier 
evidence in South Africa (closer to south pole moved up to the north)  

c. Geology - best evidence, rocks that make up the continents. Types and 
ages match on coasts of S. Am & Africa and also N. Am & Scotland 

d. Pangaea - means “all Lands”, a supercontinent that split apart 200 mya 
 

3. The theory of PT explains how the plates and their continents move 
a. 1900s scientists proved that plates move with explanations, which turned 

Wegener’s hypothesis of CD into the theory of PT 
b. Evidence (proof) from the sea floor 

i. Sea-Floor spreading - mid-ocean ridges (MOR) form along cracks in 
the crust where magma rises through and creates new oceanic crust. 
Older crust is pushed away (ridge push avalanche material helps 
push the plate) and out from the spreading center/MOR  

ii. Age of sea floor - Drill cores of oceanic crust show that the ages of 
the rocks are different by location. Rocks are “newer” closer to the 
MORs and get older farther away from the ridges where the magma 
creates new crust. Ocean floor is very young (160-180 million) 
compared to continental crust (4 billion)  

iii. Deep Ocean Trenches - Earth does NOT get bigger. So if new crust 
is being created, where does it go? The dense, old crust sinks 
(subducts) back into the asthenosphere (slab pull due to gravity) 
under edge of another plate which creates a deep ocean trench 
(DOT) 



c. Causes of Plate Movement Convection - the transfer of energy by 
movement of material 

d. Convection Current - hot rock in the asthenosphere rises away from core, 
cools and begins going back down, gains heat and rises again, and 
continues 

e. Plates move a few cm/yr because of the convection currents, ridge push, 
and slab pull (draw image from pg 18) 

f. Putting the theory together 
i. Knowledge of plates, sea floor, and movements (convection currents) 

in the asthenosphere helped to develop the Theory of PT 
ii. Each plate moves in a different way: push together → ← (converge), 

pull apart ← →  (diverge), or scrape past  (transform) 
iii. Plate movements result in different geologic features on Earth: 

earthquakes, volcanoes, mtn. ranges, etc 
 


