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The Theory of Plate Tectonics

The Earth is our home yet it is an unknown place to so many people on our planet.  We live here but we do not fully grasp the why and how of so many things about our planet and that makes for ill informed inhabitants of this planet.  Most people will not care to go out and learn about our Earth and why it functions the way it does, why it unleashes its fury on its inhabitants from time to time and even where things are located at (continent locations, mountain formations, etc).  There is so much we do not know about the Earth and yet there is so much one can learn and try to understand at the same time.  We as teachers need to be ambassadors of this information for our students so that way they can learn all there is to about the Earth (especially the why and how of how processes happen on Earth and what the result of those processes are when they happen which is daily).

Understanding the theory of plate tectonics is part of this process of understanding why and how the Earth “acts” the way that it does.  In fact it is the sole idea of plate tectonic theory and the idea the earth is broken up into pieces called tectonic plates and that they are in constant motion and are the driving force of so many events on Earth that is so important to grasp if you are going to understand anything at all about the physical world that we live in.  There are so many things in our world that happen and without an understanding of how they happen we as a society could not fully grasp the reality that is those events and really begin to understand them without some type of background knowledge.  It is then this background knowledge we can take and expand further when we experience these different phenomenons as they happen to our planet.  

When studying the theory of plate tectonics you go so much deeper into the inner workings of our planet and then learn about so many different things about why events take place such as mountain building, earthquakes, volcanic activity, island building, tsunamis, etc.  Some of these concepts may be “dry” and not easily understood but others are so important to understand so we can figure out “why” things happen the way they do on the planet and why they can come with a devastating price tag at times.  This is why the Ohio Academic Content Standards mandate that by the end of the 6-8th grade and 9-10th grade students should understand the processes that help shape the Earth and how those processes are fueled by sea floor spreading, mantle convection, and plate motion.  (Ohio Department of Education).  These content standards are clearly defined “statements and/or illustrations of what all students, teachers, schools and districts are expected to know and be able to do” (ODE).  The state of Ohio has outlined major concepts and ideas they believe are necessary for a student to learn to prepare them for their lives outside of school.

This topic in an Earth Science class also would be a topic that is well outlined to be taught through  Contextual Teaching and Learning because of the topics that are covered and how they relate to real life situations.  The U.S. Department of Education’s Office of Vocational and Adult Education and the National School to work office defined CTL as “a conception of teaching and learning that helps teachers relate subject matter content to real world situations and motivates students to make connections between knowledge and its applications to their lives as family members, citizens, and workers” (Chiarelott , 5).  This is exactly what the study of Plate Tectonics is in an Earth Science classroom.  There are so many real world applications that the information can be connected to that helps students make sense of the information being presented to them in the classroom so they can take this knowledge with them when they enter the “real world”.  In using CTL to cover this topic it “engages students in active learning, enables students to direct their own learning, and encourages the construction of personal meaning from the individual and collective experiences” which will not only help them retain the information but also will just have them be more engaged and involved in the learning process (Chiarelott, 6).

Students exposed to this unit over Plate Tectonics in the strategy involving contextual teaching and learning will have more of a chance of retaining this information in the future.  They can then take this knowledge out into the world as a more informed learner and apply it to their future careers and lives.  Those who will be directly involved with the field of geology and studying these concepts will be more informed with the background knowledge they obtained from this course and those who are not involved in the direct study of this field will still be inundated with information and material that they can use to their advantage later in life.  Those that are not directly involved could use this information several ways such as in construction in earthquake zones, helping put out advanced tsunami warning systems, and those who aren’t involved in fields like this can use the knowledge in general to understand why natural disasters can happen just because the Earth moves a little bit.  It is truly a topic that needs to be covered and studied in school so that the students can learn the information and become even more informed citizens and use what they have learned to their advantage for years to come in their educational lives.
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