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Our planet Earth may have been around for more 
than four billion years, but it’s not the most 
reliable place to be. It isn’t a hard, firm ball of 
rock, strong and steady. Far from it!

A ‘rocky’ world

Getting inside
Our planet is made up of several 
layers. At its heart lies a solid iron
and nickel ball, about as hot as the 
surface of the Sun. This is known 
as the inner core. It is about three-
quarters the width of our moon. 
The inner core spins at its own rate, 
turning just a little faster than the 
layers above it. 

Surrounding the iron ball is an ocean 
of liquid iron and nickel known as the 
outer core. 

Surrounding the core is the mantle 
made of semi-molten, sometimes 
plastic-like, rock. The Earth’s crust 
forms the top layer.

Apart from its hard core, or centre, 
most of it is a churning, shifting 
cauldron of red-hot, liquid rock 
and minerals. crust
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Magnetic Earth
Our planet is also a magnet. This means it gives 
off a magnetic force, one that attracts other 
objects to it. 

Earth’s magnetic field comes from the outer 
core’s ocean of iron, which is electrically 
charged and in constant motion. In fact, it 
rotates faster than the rest of the planet. 
This movement means that Earth’s magnetic 
field can expand or grow smaller, and this in 
turn causes the north and south magnetic poles 
to drift – and occasionally even swap positions.
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How deep?
You would need to descend 6,371 kilometres (km) if you 
wanted to reach the Earth’s centre, and for over 1,220 of 
these, you would be tunnelling through its solid iron core. 
By comparison, the crust appears very thin.

Magnetic forces radiate from 
the Earth’s magnetic poles.

centre
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Moving plates
In fact, the crust is made up of a number of 
plates that move like rafts across its surface. 
They are called tectonic plates. 

These plates – seven major ones and a 
number of smaller ones – are always moving. 
Each one forms at one edge, moves along 
and is destroyed at another edge. And the 
land that makes up the world’s continents is 
carried along on these ever-changing plates. 

A lively place
As a result of this, the Earth is a lively, 
action-packed place where volcanoes, 
geysers, earthquakes, avalanches, floods 
and tsunamis affect many people’s lives.

Cracks on the crust
The planet’s surface, its upper mantle and crust, isn’t a thick 
protective skin, but many large, cracked pieces of rock that 
constantly shift position, sliding and bumping against each 
other as they move. 

Earth’s crust is made up of 
tectonic plates that float 
on its mantle.
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When two plates slide, or perhaps 
more accurately, grind past each 
other, strong earthquakes will occur.

Two plates can also slide toward each 
other and collide, forcing one plate to 
move underneath the other.

The planet’s surface rests on 11 large plates 
and many smaller ones. Each coloured 
section shows a different tectonic plate.

Two tectonic plates may slide apart 
from each other. This is known as 
spreading. Ocean floors can spread in 
this way causing small volcanoes and 
earthquakes, even the giant waves 
known as tsunamis.
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