
Å1  Planet Earth

Å

Å MAIN  IDEA 

Å The major geologic features of Earth's surface are (1) the surface fluids (air 

and water), (2) the continents, and (3) the ocean basins.  The characteristics of 

these features indicate that Earth is undergoing constant change.  Earth is 

unique in the Solar System.

Å

Å SUPPORTING IDEAS

Å 1. A comparison of Earth with other terrestrial planets provides an insight 

into the distinguishing characteristics of our planet and what makes it unique.

Å

Å 2. Earth's atmosphere is a thin shell surrounding the planet and is in 

constant motion.  It is uniquein the Solar System in that it is composed of 78% 

nitrogen and 21% oxygen.

Å

Å 3. The hydrosphereis another feature that makes Earth unique.  It moves 

from the ocean to the atmosphere and over the surface in a great cycle.

Å

Å 4. The biosphere exists because of water.  Although it is relatively small 

compared with other major layers of Earth, the biosphere has been a major 

geologic force operating at the surface.



Å

Å 5. Continents and ocean basins are the principal surface features of 

Earth.

Å

Å 6. The continentsconsist of three major components: (a) shields, (b) 

stable platforms, and (c) belts of folded mountains.  All these 

components show the mobility of the crust.

Å

Å 7. The ocean floorcontains several major structural and topographic 

divisions:  (a) the oceanic ridge (b) the abyssal floor, (c) seamounts, 

(d) trenches, and (e) continental margins.

Å

Å 8. Earth is a differentiated planet, with its materials segregated and 

concentrated into layers according to density.  The internal layers 

based on compositionare (a) crust, (b) mantle, and (c) core.  The major 

internal layers based on physical properties are (a)lithosphere, (b) 

asthenosphere, (c) mesosphere, (d) outer core, and (e) inner core.  

Materialwithin these units is in motion, making Earth a changing, 

dynamic planet.

Å



Earthôs Outermost Layers

ÅThe most dynamic portion of the Earth

ïAtmosphere

ÅThin gaseous envelope surrounding Earth

ïHydrosphere

ÅWater layer dominated by the oceans

ïBiosphere

ÅAll living things on the planet

ïLithosphere

ÅRocky outer shell



The Atmosphere

ÅInsignificant fraction of Earthôs total 

mass (<0.01%)

ïMoves easily, interacts with oceans and 

landmasses

ÅCirculation patterns are evident from space

ÅSolar heat drives this circulation

ÅEvaporation and precipitation of water play a 

role in circulation



Hurricane Felix - 2007





The Atmosphere

ÅComposition is unique in our solar 

system

ï78% nitrogen

ï21% oxygen (not present in early atmosphere)

ïMinor amounts of carbon dioxide, argon 

and water vapor

ÅFormation of limestone in the ocean has 

trapped large amount of CO2



The Hydrosphere

ÅTotal mass of water on or near the 

Earthôs surface

ïCovers 71% of Earthôs surface

ï~98% in oceans

ï2% in glaciers, groundwater, lakes and 

streams (fresh water)

ïThe presence of water moderates climates 

and shapes the Earthôs surface



Earth






