Earth Terms 2

Abyssal – Relating to the deep ocean floor beyond the continental margin.

Air Mass – A large body of air with a uniform temperature.

Anticyclone – A weather system in which winds circulate around a high pressure area.
Archipelago – A group of islands forming a cluster or chain.

Asteroid – A body or rock, smaller than a planet, which orbits the Sun.  Most asteroids in the solar system are found in the asteroid bet, between the orbits of Jupiter and Mars.

Asthenosphere – The weak layer of mantle immediately below the rigid lithosphere.

Atoll – A ring like coral island and reef that nearly or entirely encloses a lagoon.
Atmosphere – A layer of gas held around a planet or moon by its gravity.

Aurora – The flickering lights produced over polar regions when solar wind particles hit the upper atmosphere.  These lights are known as aurora borealis in the north, and aurora australis in the south.

Basalt – Earth’s most common volcanic rock, making up most of the crust under the oceans.

Biome – The broadest classification of a community of plants and animals.

Biosphere – All living organisms of the Earth and its atmosphere.

Black Smoker – are a type of hydrothermal vent found on the ocean floor. The vents are formed when superheated water from below the Earth's crust comes through the ocean floor.
Caldera – A collapsed crater at the summit of a volcano.

Comet – A body of dust and ice that orbits the Sun.

Carbon – The chemical element found in all living things, and many rocks and minerals.  The carbon cycle is the transfer of carbon to and form the atmosphere.

Cirque – A steep-sided, rounded hollow carved out at the head of a glacier.

Condensation – The transformation of a substance from a gas to a liquid.
Coniferous – Cone-bearing evergreen trees, such as pines and firs, which usually have needlelike leaves.  Coniferous trees make up the belt of forest around the lands of the far north, known as the boreal (or taiga in Eurasia).
Continent – A very large landmass, for example Eurasia, Antarctica, or North America.

Continental margin – The part of a continent along a coast and including the continental shelf and continental slope.

Continental shelf – A shallow marine zone between dry land and the deep sea.

Continental slope – A steep gradient between the continental margin and the deep sea-bed.

Convection – The movement and circulation of gases and liquids in response to temperature changes.

Coral – A plantlike animal made up of many small individuals-polyps-living together and sharing resources, such as food.

Coral reef – A structure built up in shallow tropical seas by the activity of corals and other organisms.  A reed that has grown on top of a sunken extinct volcano is called an atoll.

Core – The intensely hot innermost layer of Earth, made up of a solid inner core and liquid outer core, both made of nickel and iron.

Crater – The bowl-shaped opening at the summit of a volcano, through which and erupting volcano discharges gases and lava.  Also a circular depression in a landscape caused by a meteorite impact.

Crust – The outmost layer of solid Earth, consisting of continental and oceanic crust.

Crystal – A solid, such as a mineral in a rock, whose atoms are arranged in a n orderly pattern.

Current – A flow of water or air.

Cyclone – An area of low atmospheric pressure in which warm winds rise in a spiral.  A tropical cyclone is another name for a hurricane.

Deciduous – Relating to a tree that sheds its leaves in the fall.

Deep-sea trench – A canyon like depression in the ocean floor where one tectonic plate has slid beneath another.
Delta – An area of sediment deposition built up by some rivers where they enter a sea or lake.

Deposition – The laying down of material such as sand and gravel in new locations, usually by wind, water, or ice.

Desert – A region where water is lost more rapidly than it is gained through precipitation.

Dune – A mound of loose sand shaped by the wind.

Earthquake – A sudden motion or trembling in the Earth caused by release along a fault.

Ecosystem – A community of life-forms and their local environment.

El Nino – A combined ocean and atmospheric event, taking place every 2-7 years, in which warm water currents in the Pacific Ocean flow east instead of west.

Equator – An imaginary line around the middle of Earth that is at equal distance from the poles.

Erosion – The general process that loosens, dissolves, or wears away the materials of Earth’s crust and moves them from one place to another.

Eruption – An outpouring of magma from within Earth.  Magma that flows on Earth’s surface is known as lava.

Fault – A fracture in rock along which rock masses move – the source of earthquakes.

Fog – Condensed droplets of water forming in the air at ground level.

Fossil – The remains, imprint, or trace of a life-form preserved in rock.

Front – The forward-moving edge of an air mass.  An occluded front is a boundary in the atmosphere where cold air catches up with warm air and raises it off the ground.
Geothermal energy – Electric power that is generated from steam produced by hot rocks, usually associated with volcanic activity.

Glaciation – The formation and movement of glaciers or ice sheets.

Glacier – A mass of ice on land that flows slowly under gravity’s influence.  Valley glaciers flow down existing valleys. Piedmont glaciers form where several valley glaciers join at the base of a mountain range.  An ice sheet is a vast layer of ice, that can cover large areas.  Ice caps are smaller domes of ice covering a mountain.

Global warming – The rise in temperature of Earth’s atmosphere.

Greenhouse effect – Trapping of the Sun’s heat in the atmosphere by gases and particles.

Groundwater – Precipitation that soaks into and is stored in the ground, rather than running off into rivers or evaporating.

Gyre – A circular water current in an ocean.

Habitat – The natural and usual living space of a plant or animal.

Hot spot – A site of volcanic activity in Earth’s crust created by rising magma from the mantle.

Humus – Nutrient-rich matter, found in the upper layers of soil that is produced from dead or decaying plants and animals.

Hurricane – A destructive storm whipped up by energy released from rising warm winds.

Hydrothermal system – Hot ground water that circulates in the Earth’s crust.  Igneous rocks are the main source of heat.  When the heated water, enriched with dissolved minerals, escapes form the seafloor it produces discolored springs, known as “black smokers.”  The land equivalent is known as a hot spring.

Ice age – A cold period marked by episodes of extensive glaciations alternating with episodes of relative warmth.  The most recent glacial period occurred during the Pleistocene Epoch.
Iceberg – A floating block of ice that has broken off a coastal glacier or ice sheet.

Icecap – An extensive dome-shaped or plate like perennial cover of ice and snow that spreads out from a center and covers a large area, especially of land.

Ice sheet – An area of ice spreading over more than 50 000 km2. The snow line is low, and the ice creeps towards the edges with a slow, massive movement. The ice sheets in Greenland and Antarctica are the only two currently in existence, but during the last ice age, ice sheets covered large areas of North America and north-west Europe.
Igneous rock – Rock formed when lava or magma cools and crystallizes.

Island arc – A chain of volcanic islands created over sites of volcanic activity.

Isobar – A contour line on a weather map that shows variations in atmospheric pressure.

Jet stream – Fast, cold wind-current blowing at high altitude.

Lagoon – A calm body of water enclosed by sandbanks or the reefs of a coral atoll.

Lahar – A fast-flowing stream of loose ash, rock, and mud that runs off a volcano’s side, commonly set off by heavy rainfall.

Landslide – A type of avalanche consisting of materials such as rock, slag or coal.
Lava – Magma that erupts and flows on Earth’s surface.  It cools after eruption to form rock.

Lightning – Discharge of electricity within a thundercloud or from a thundercloud to the ground.  A stroke of lightning can heat the air to temperatures of up to 54,000 degrees F (30,000 degrees C).

Lithosphere – The rigid, outmost part of the Earth’s layers – includes the crust and uppermost part of the mantle.

Magma – Molten rock below the Earth’s surface.

Magnetosphere – The magnetic force field around the Earth, created by movement of iron in the planet’s core.  It protects the Earth from the charged particles that stream out from the Sun.

Mantle – The middle layer of Earth’s three main layers, up to 1,800 miles (2,870m) thick.

Mass movement – A movement of rock or soil to lower ground as result of gravity. Includes landslides.
Mesosphere – The layer of the atmosphere above the stratosphere.

Metamorphic rock – Rock changed from its original state by heat and pressure.

Meteor – A bright streak of light formed when a lump of space rock heats up on entering the Earth’s atmosphere.  Any space rock that strikes the Earth is called a meteorite.

Midocean ridge – An underwater volcanic mountain range that forms along a diverging tectonic plate boundary.

Mineral – A naturally occurring, inorganic solid with a regular internal composition.  Earth’s rocks are made up of minerals.

Oasis – A place in a desert where the presence of groundwater near the surface allows vegetation to grow.

Occluded front – The front formed when a cold front occludes a warm front.

Ore – A natural material from which valuable minerals can be profitably extracted.

Ozone – A form of oxygen.  It can occur at ground level, but is found mostly in a layer in the stratosphere, where it filters some of the Sun’s harmful ultraviolet light.

Photosynthesis – The process in which organisms use sunlight to convert carbon dioxide and water into oxygen and sugars.

Planet – A large, spherical mass in space that orbits a sun.

Plate boundary – The location in the Earth’s crust where tectonic plates are in contact.  There are three kinds of plate boundaries: convergent (where plates move together), divergent (where they move apart), and transform (where one is sliding past the other).

Precipitation – Water that falls to the ground in the form of rain, hail, or snow.

Pressure system – The variations in atmospheric pressure that affect the local weather.  While high pressure usually produces clear, dry skies, low pressure can lead to rain, hail, or thunder.

Pyroclastic – Relating to material such as ash (volcanic glass and rock) ejected by a volcanic eruption.  A pyroclastic flow is a deadly avalanche of hot ash, rock, and gases.

Rain forest – A dense evergreen forest with an annual rainfall of at least 160 inches. Rainforests are often, but not always, located in tropical regions.

Rift valley – A depression in the Earth’s crust formed when landmasses are moving apart.

Rock – A hard substance made up of one or more minerals.  Some volcanic rocks are glassy.

Sediment – The particles of rock, mineral, or organic matter that are transported in streams before settling on marine, river, or lake beds.

Sedimentary rock - Rock formed from sediment that has been buried and squeezed by pressure from above.
Seismic wave – A shockwave produced by an earthquake.

Soil – Loose surface material produced by the weathering or rock or sediment and the addition of humus.

Stalactite – A cone-shaped structured created when groundwater deposits minerals on a cave roof.  A stalagmite is pedestal-shaped structure created when water drips from the tip of a stalactite and deposits minerals on a cave floor.

Star – A massive ball of burning gases in space that produces heat and light from the nuclear reaction in its core.  The Sun is our local star.

Stratosphere – The layer of Earth’s atmosphere above the troposphere.

Subduction – The sinking of an oceanic plate beneath a neighboring plate at a tectonic plate boundary.

Tectonic plate – Any one of about 17 pieces of the Earth’s rigid shell (made up of the crust and uppermost part of the uppermost part of the upper mantle) that drifts slowly over the planet’s surface in a process known as plate tectonics.

Thermosphere – The outermost layer of the Earth’s atmosphere.

Tide – The regular rise and fall of seawater on a coast, mostly governed by the pull of the Moon’s gravity on the oceans.

Tornado – A destructive whirling wind that forms between a cloud and the ground surface.

Troposphere – The layer of the atmosphere that is closest to the Earth’s surface.

Tsunami – An ocean wave triggered by an earthquake, submarine landslide, or volcano.

Typhoon – A tropical cyclone occurring in the western Pacific or Indian oceans.

Volcano – The site of an eruption of molten rock from within the Earth.  The buildup of erupted lava usually produces a cone.  A strato volcano explosively ejects both lava and pyroclastic material and has steep sides.  A shield volcano is material and has steep sides.  A shield volcano is produced when highly fluid lava flows spread out to form a broad, gently sloping mountain.

Wave – A form of energy transfer through water, air, or earth.

Wavelength – The distance between the crest (highest point) and trough (lowest point) of a wave.

Weathering – The process by which rock is disintegrated and decomposed by wind, water, frost, and organisms on the Earth’s surface.

