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Instructor’s Notes for
What is Magnitude?

This activity was originally designed and used at USC to help our general education students understand the earthquake magnitude scale.  We have found that most of our general education students have considerable difficulty grappling with the concept of logarithmic scales.  These students often need additional practice in converting between different units, and this exercise gives practice in this area as well.  The motivation behind using maps is that distance is one of the few measurements where students already have developed an intuition for scales that span several orders of magnitude.

Materials Needed:

Maps at local, regional, and national or world scale.

(We use a campus map, a city map, state map, and national map… computer maps generated by Google Earth or similar could also be used in theory but we have not implemented this)

Rulers or dividers for measuring on the map.

Calculators (optional) for calculating logarithims.

Time Needed: 1-1.5 hours
This activity could be run as a classroom exercise.  It is used at USC as part of a 3-hour lab where this comprises half of the lab period, and another exercise involving locating earthquake epicenters comprises the remainder of the lab period. 

