
Plate Tectonics and Landforms — 30-Minute Grade 3 
Geography Lesson (Classical Approach)
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Learning Objectives (measurable)
 

Students will sequence the basic steps of plate tectonics and match three plate boundary 
types (convergent, divergent, transform) to common landforms (mountains, rift valleys, fault 
lines) with 80% accuracy in guided practice.

Students will cite at least two pieces of corroborated evidence for 2 out of 3 claims about how 
plate movement creates landforms.

Students will explain one real-world decision a community leader might make about land use 
based on knowledge of plate tectonics (2/3 accuracy).

 

Standards Alignment (jurisdiction: CA, grade-appropriate)
 

Aligns to California grade 3 expectations for geography and earth features: identifying 
landforms and understanding how Earth's surface changes over time.

Builds foundational understanding for later NGSS Earth Science concepts (earth processes 
and how they shape the surface).

 

Mastery Threads (anchored throughout)
 

Chronology and change: sequence causes -> processes -> landforms over time.

Geography and resources: locate landforms and consider resource/land-use implications.

Civic decision-making: identify decisions communities make when landforms/geologic risk are 
known.

Perspective-taking: consider viewpoints (scientist, community leader, resident) and require 
evidence citation to support claims.

 

Materials (low)
 

Map or globe (classroom or printed)

3 simple image cards: mountain range, rift valley, fault line/earthquake damage (printed or 
drawn)

Whiteboard and marker or chart paper

Paper and pencil for each student

 

Lesson Timeline (30 minutes)
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0:00–0:03 — Opening & Compelling Question (I-do)
 

Present compelling question aloud and write it where all can see:
"How does the movement of Earth's plates create the landforms where people live, and how 
should communities use that knowledge to make decisions?"

Briefly model how to think about the question: point to a map, name a mountain, and say one 
sentence linking plate movement to that landform.

Explain expectation: Students must use evidence in answers and cite at least two data points 
for most claims.

 

0:03–0:10 — Source Analysis Modelling (I-do)
 

Show one image card (mountain range). Model source analysis aloud using explicit steps:
Observe: describe what you see (e.g., tall peaks, folded layers).1. 

Ask: what could cause this? (I model: compression from plates).2. 

Use evidence: point to map location and say "mountains here often at convergent 3. 
boundaries" as a corroborating source.

 

Demonstrate citing two corroborating pieces of evidence (map location + image features).

Explain perspective-taking: model a scientist's short claim and a community leader’s short 
concern, each grounded in the same evidence.

 

0:10–0:18 — Guided Practice (We-do)
 

Provide two image cards to students (rift valley, fault line). Together, analyze one image step-
by-step:

Teacher prompts: "What do you observe?" "Which plate boundary might cause this?" "What 
two pieces of evidence support your answer?" Students respond orally; teacher records 
correct language and evidence on board.

 

Pulse Check 1 (at 0:15)

Task: For the rift valley image, students write two evidence statements that support the 
claim "This landform formed at a divergent boundary."

Success criteria: Student lists (1) an observable feature that matches divergent boundaries 
(e.g., valley/rift) AND (2) a location or map-based fact that corroborates (e.g., "I see this 
where plates pull apart like the East African Rift").

Expectation: 4 out of 5 students produce both items correctly.

 

 

0:18–0:26 — Independent Synthesis (You-do)
 

Independent task: Each student chooses one landform (from the three) and writes a short 
response (3–5 sentences) answering the compelling question for that landform:
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Step 1: State which plate boundary causes it.

Step 2: Provide two pieces of evidence (one observational, one geographical or fact-based).

Step 3: Explain one practical decision a community leader should make because of this 
landform (e.g., building codes, land-use planning).

 

Pulse Check 2 (mid-independent at ~0:22)

Teacher scans student papers and selects 6–8 to quickly mark for evidence citation.

Success criteria: Student must have 2 pieces of evidence and a linked community decision. 
Target: 80% of students meet criteria.

 

 

0:26–0:29 — Rapid Closure & Perspective-Taking (I-do briefly / We-do 
reflect)
 

Teacher models a succinct example answer (I-do) for one landform, explicitly showing how two 
evidence pieces support both scientific claim and community decision.

We-do: call on 2 students to read one sentence from their responses showing evidence and 
decision.

Pulse Check 3 (exit ticket at 0:28)

Task: On a sticky note or paper, write one sentence: "Name one way this matters where you 
live."

Success criteria: Student names a local decision or effect (e.g., "build houses on higher 
ground") tied to plate movement or landform. Expectation: 75% of students provide a 
relevant connection.

 

 

0:29–0:30 — Metacognition Prompt (Exit reflection)
 

Students write one sentence connecting the lesson to the real world:

Prompt options (students choose one):

"How did this apply outside class today?"

"What evidence did you use that would matter to a community leader?"

"Who might use this information and why?"

 

 

Teacher collects exit reflections.

 

Instructional Notes (Classical approach)
 

I-do: teacher models source analysis, evidence citation, and perspective-taking.

We-do: guided, teacher-led practice with whole-class questioning, annotation on board.
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You-do: independent written synthesis demonstrating mastery and evidence use.

Avoid group work or peer-led activities; use whole-class shared reading/analysis and individual 
work.

 

Differentiation
 

Struggling learners: provide sentence stems and one clear map clue sheet.

Advanced learners: ask for an extra corroborating fact (e.g., real example region) and a second 
civic implication.

All students must meet evidence-citation requirement for success.

 

Assessment: 10 Quiz-Style Checkpoints (quick, grade-appropriate)
 

For each item, success criteria define correct performance.

 
Multiple choice: Which plate boundary pushes two plates together?1. 

Success: selects "convergent" (1/1 correct).

 

Short answer: Name one landform formed by convergent boundaries.2. 
Success: writes "mountains" or an accurate example (e.g., "Himalayas") (1/1 correct).

 

Multiple choice: Which boundary type pulls plates apart?3. 
Success: selects "divergent" (1/1 correct).

 

Short answer: Give one observable feature of a rift valley.4. 
Success: mentions "valley," "crack," or "thin crust" (1/1 correct).

 

Multiple choice: What happens at a transform boundary?5. 
Success: selects "plates slide past each other" (1/1 correct).

 

Evidence citation short task: Look at a picture of a fault scarp and state two pieces of 6. 
evidence that support the claim "this area experiences earthquakes."

Success: provides (a) an observational feature (e.g., broken ground, offset roads) and (b) a 
geographic or historical fact (e.g., "near a known fault line") for 2/2 evidence items.

 

Perspective-taking short answer: As a community leader near mountains, name one decision 7. 
you would make based on plate knowledge and cite one reason.

Success: states a valid decision (e.g., "require strong foundations") and cites one reason 
tied to plate movement or risk.
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Map skill multiple choice: On a simple map, where are mountains most likely: along plate 8. 
boundaries or in the middle of stable plates?

Success: selects "along plate boundaries" (1/1 correct).

 

Chronology item (ordering): Put these steps in order: plates move, mountains form, rocks fold.9. 
Success: orders logically (plates move -> rocks fold -> mountains form) or equivalent 
chronological sequence (1/1 correct).

 

Short constructed response: Explain in 2–3 sentences how knowing about plate tectonics can 10. 
help people decide where to build (cite at least one piece of evidence).

Success: provides a decision (e.g., "build farther from fault zones") and cites one piece of 
evidence (e.g., "fault lines cause earthquakes" or "steep slopes increase landslide risk").

 

 

Scoring Guidance
 

For each short-answer/evidence item, award partial credit for one correct element (e.g., one 
correct evidence = half-credit).

Mastery threshold for lesson: students who meet success criteria on at least 8 of 10 
checkpoints demonstrate proficiency; those meeting 5–7 require additional targeted review.

 

Metacognition Prompts (use during independent work and exit)
 

How did your evidence help you answer the compelling question?

Who would use this information in the community and why would they trust your evidence?

Describe one place you have seen a landform from today’s lesson and how knowing this helps 
people there.

 

Teacher Reflection Prompts (after lesson)
 

Which students met the evidence-citation requirement and which need support in citing 
corroborated facts?

How well did students connect scientific evidence to civic decisions (planning, building, 
safety)?

What next-step reteaching will improve students’ ability to sequence causes and effects over 
time?

 

Low-Materials Source Examples for Classroom Use
 

Local map excerpt (printed)

Three simple photos/drawings: mountain, rift valley, fault damage
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One short labeled caption with a geographic fact (e.g., "East African Rift — plates pulling apart")
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