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Student Page 6.1C: Divergent Plate Boundaries

[Reading and figures adapted from This Dynamic Earth, 
USGS Publication]

What is a divergent boundary?
Divergent boundaries are places where plates move 
apart. These regions are sometimes called spreading 
centers. New crust develops in these places.

Where are divergent boundaries?
One divergent boundary is the Mid-Atlantic 
Ridge. It is an undersea mountain range. The 
Ridge stretches from the Arctic Ocean to 
beyond the southern tip of Africa. The rate of 
spreading along the Mid-Atlantic Ridge is about 
2.5 centimeters per year. Does this seem slow? 
It might, but because it has been going on for 
millions of years, the plates on either side of the 
Ridge have moved thousands of kilometers!

 East Africa is near another divergent boundary. 
Look at a world map. Can you see how Saudi 
Arabia is separate from Africa? A new spreading 
center may be developing under East Africa. 
Seismic and GPS data can tell scientists where 
there are plate boundaries. Did you notice any 
patterns in the seismic and GPS data you looked at 
around East Africa?

What happens at a divergent 
boundary?
At a divergent boundary, magma rises through 
Earth’s crust and squeezes through cracks, called 
fissures. Sometimes, the magma erupts and forms 
volcanoes. The rising magma, whether or not it 
erupts, puts pressure on the crust and creates more 
cracks.

East Africa may be the site of Earth’s next ocean! 
If spreading continues, the plates that meet at the 
edge of present-day East Africa could separate 
completely. This would allow the Indian Ocean to 
flood the area and make the easternmost corner of 
Africa a large island! How long do you think this 
might take to happen?

This is an active “lava lake” in Ethiopia, a country 
in East Africa. Can you see the lava in the bottom 
of the crater? There are also two scientists 
(dressed in orange suits) standing on the edge of 
the crater.A map of the Mid-

Atlantic Ridge. 
This map shows the 
Ridge from Iceland 
in the north to 
near Antarctica in 
the south. Parts of 
Europe, Africa, and 
South America are 
also on the map. 

Since most divergent boundaries are under the 
oceans, it is hard for scientists to study them. 
Fortunately, the Mid-Atlantic Ridge crosses land 
in the country of Iceland.


