
E X E R C I S E

Examining the Terrestrial Planets

Of the terrestrial planets, Earth exhibits the most com
plex and diverse topography (Figure 20.1). Fortunate
ly, living on the planet allows us the opportunity to
investigate in detail those geologic processes that con
tinuously modify its surface. However, scientists are
also painfully aware that the processes active on
today's Earth have also removed much of the record of
our planet's geologic history.

With the use of increasingly more sophisticated
earthbound instruments, and during recent decades,
complex spacecraft, early speculation about the nature
of the objects that comprise the solar system has given
way to detailed scientific investigation. In this investi
gation you will explore those natural processes that
shape not only our planet, Earth, but, to some degree,
all the terrestrial planets.

Objectives
After you have completed this exercise, you should be
able to:

1. List and describe the geologic processes that have
shaped the landforms of the terrestrial planets.

2. Give an example of a feature on Earth or the
Moon produced by each of the geologic process
es that have shaped the landforms of the terres
trial planets.

3. List the primary geologic processes that have
shaped the landforms on each of the terrestrial
planets.

4. Describe the procedure for determining the rela
tive ages of a planet's surface features.

Materials
ruler
colored pencils
calculator

Figure 20.1 The terrestrial planets. (Image courtesy of NASA)

Terms
volcanism
tectonism

gradation
impact cratering

Geologic Processes
of the Terrestrial Planets
The forces that drive Earth's evolution and contour its
surface also operate elsewhere in the solar system.
Thanks to detailed investigations of our Moon and
neighbor planets, scientists are now examining how the
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