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"Make Your Own Earthquake: Curriculum development for grades 6 - 12" 

 The concern of earthquakes wasn't of a main concern of mine until I got to college.  I am 
from Minnesota and we don't have earthquakes shaking us often.  During the summer of 2011 I 
had the opportunity to work as an intern with the Southern California Earthquake Center (SCEC) 
as well as the Network for Earthquake Engineering Simulation (NEES).  Both of these programs 
are associated with the Summer Undergraduate Research Experience (SURE).  My project was a 
"Make Your Own Earthquake" which is a K-12 curriculum development for teachers.  We came 
up with experiments that can be easily replicated in the class room to educate students about 
earthquakes and the dangers associated with living in earthquake country.   

 Before jumping into the curriculum we had to learn more about hands on education.  
With a background in geology and not so much in education I had to learn about the different 
approaches to hands on education.  This meant going over lots of research papers on the 
subject and essentially educating myself on education. There is strong evidence to suggest that 
hands on activities  for students help them retain more knowledge (Klahr 2006).  A study done 
on eighth grade students where the students that participated in hands on experiments on a 
more frequent bases than those that didn't scored significantly higher on standardized tests 
(Stohr-Hunt 1996).  The curriculum that is being developed at the University of Santa Barbra 
takes this into account.  By educating kids using simple devices to mimic the complex system of 
plate tectonics they will form a better understanding on earthquakes and what to expect.   

 The curriculum being developed incorporates the Quake Center Network device (QCN) 
which is a miniature accelerometer.  With this device students can see the miniature 
earthquakes they produce in the lab.  The QCN device connects to the computer and shows the 
amplitude of the x, y, and z-axis as it gets shaken.  Different experiments where designed for 
the students to learn about such things as the relationship of the resonance produced in 
different structures when it is shaken. 

 When we finished the curriculum we got a chance to go through earthquake data and 
perform data quality analysis.  We looked through the data a month at a time to make sure the 
data is good before it gets published.  One of the things we were looking for is to make sure 
that the amplitudes weren't inversed.  The amplitudes can be inversed if when the sensor was 
being connected the wires where reversed.  Another error we were looking for is that there is a 
complete data set.  If the sensor goes off line or starts to malfunction we needed to find these 
discrepancies.  The only way to catch these discrepancies is by going through it piece by piece.  
It was a great opportunity to look at real earthquake data. 



 Public understanding of earthquakes is important when it comes to  preparing a 
community for a seismic event.  In California, the interval between earthquakes is 50 to 100 
years so the question becomes not if but when will the next one occur (Press and Siever 1982).  
Development of a curriculum to educate students on earthquakes is important.  By teaching 
students that  when the ground starts shaking  they need to drop and cover it will help prevent 
injuries.   Having knowledge on why and how an earthquake occurs will help prevent casualties 
and panic when the next seismic event occurs. 
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