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Lesson 1: Whose FAULT is it?
Earthquakes generally occur on pre-existing weaknesses 
within the Earth called faults. A fault is simply a place 
where one body, or block, of rock slides past another. 
Faults can vary in size from many hundreds of miles to 
less than a mile, and can have different properties, such as 
friction, the force that helps control the strength of faults. 

Imagine pushing a brick across a table. Due to friction, the 
brick will be much easier to move across a wooden table 
than it would be to move it across concrete or sandpaper. 
When the forces within the Earth become so strong they 
can overcome this friction on the fault, an earthquake 
occurs. Scientists refer to this as the fault rupturing. 

Types of Faults: 
• Strike-slip: Occurs when 

one block of rock slides 
horizontally past another. 
The San Andreas Fault in 
California is one example. 

• Normal: Occurs when two 
blocks of rock are being 
pulled apart and one block 
slides down against another. 

• Thrust: Occurs when one 
block of rock is pushed 
over the top of another. The 
magnitude 9 earthquake 
that occurred in Japan on 
March 11, 2011 is an example 
of a thrust earthquake. 

Activity: 
Take a rubber band and tie it to a brick so that the rubber 
band is coming off one end of the brick. Place the brick 
on a table and slowly pull on the rubber band. As the 
rubber band begins to stretch, stress builds; just like it does 
in the Earth. When the brick slides, you have crated an 
earthquake and how far it slides represents the magnitude. 
Do different surfaces affect the amount of slide? If so, why 
do you think that happens?
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