
Sliding Science 
Explore the earthquake Richter Scale to visualize how the Earth’s movements cause landslides. Design a model 

town to simulate the effects a sand landslide, gravel landslide or water landslide has on a community and Earth’s 

surface.  

TEKS:  

3.7B Investigate rapid changes in Earth’s surface such as volcanic eruptions, earthquakes, and landslides. 

4.2 & 5.2 The student uses scientific methods during laboratory and outdoor investigations. 

4.3 & 5.3 The student uses critical thinking and scientific problem solving to make informed decisions. 

5.6A Identify events that occur on a regular basis such as in daily, weekly, lunar and seasonal cycles. 

Materials:  

• 2 straws  

• 3-4 Lego “houses” 

• 9” x 13” Aluminum pan  

• Glue  

• Large paper clip 

• Manilla folder 

• Plastic ruler 

• Poster board 

• Rocks 

• Sand 

• Sand paper 

• Scissors 

• Scotch tape 

• Tablespoon 

• Timer or stopwatch 

How To Make Your Town Model 

1. Cut out one 2½” x 8” piece of sand paper and a 3½” x 8” piece of poster 

board. Fold each side of the poster board strip up about ½  inch to form 

the walls of the slope. Glue the sand paper to ramp with the rough side 

facing up. Place this ramp on one of the short sides of your aluminum 

pan so that it goes towards the middle of the pan like a slide and tape it 

so it stays in place. 

2. Place your Lego houses in the pan opposite from your sand paper ramp. 

3. Cut out earthquake scale (page 3) and glue along the long side of the 

Manilla folder with the “Level 1” square in the bottom left corner. 

4. Tape a straw on each short end of your Manilla folder and set the alumi-

num pan in between them. 



Sliding Science 
How to Make Your Earthquake 

1. Place a tablespoon of sand at the top of the ramp and place the paperclip on “Level 1” on the Manilla 

folder. This marks the level of your “earthquake”. 

2. Place the Manilla folder with the paperclip lined up along the edge of a table. Gently pull and push the 

folder for 10 seconds, making sure that the paperclip never goes past the side of the table.  

3. Evaluate the damage that was caused to your “town”.  Did your houses survive or were they wiped out?  

4. Repeat steps 1-3 for Levels 2-5 and then do all 5 levels using rocks. 

5. Which caused more damage: Level 1 or Level 5? Were rocks more harmful to your town or was sand? 

 

Why Does it Work?  

Moving the pan back and forth represents movement of the Earth and when the Earth moves, debris like the sand 

and rocks starts to shift and fall closer to the Earth’s center as a result of gravity. The amount of movement affects 

how much debris is shifted and the amount of debris affects how much damage is done to a certain area. 

 

Career Connection:  

Astronomers study planets, moons, stars, galaxies, meteors, comets and their interactions with each other. They 

must have an in depth knowledge of physics to understand how forces such as gravity change throughout space. 

Astronomers work together sharing their knowledge in order to better understand how the universe works at  

microscopic and macroscopic levels.  

 

Resources: http://video.nationalgeographic.com/video/player/environment/environment-natural-disasters/

landslides-and-more/landslides.html 

       http://science.howstuffworks.com/nature/natural-disasters/earthquake6.htm 

       http://science.howstuffworks.com/environmental/earth/geology/landslide.htm 
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