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Understanding Earthquake P-wave and S-wave Travel Time

Worksheets

Earthquakes, sudden and often violent tremors of the Earth's crust, release energy in the form of
seismic waves. Among these, P-waves (primary waves) and S-waves (secondary waves) are the most
critical for understanding earthquake behavior and locating epicenters. For students, geologists, and
anyone interested in seismology, grasping the concepts of P-wave and S-wave travel time is
fundamental. This comprehensive article delves into the intricacies of earthquake P-wave and S-wave
travel time worksheets, providing a detailed exploration of how these worksheets are used, the science
behind them, and practical tips for their effective utilization. We will explore the nature of these seismic
waves, how their travel times differ, and how this difference is leveraged to pinpoint earthquake
origins. Understanding these principles is crucial for analyzing seismograph data and gaining deeper
insights into seismic events, making P-wave and S-wave travel time worksheets an invaluable

educational tool.
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Introduction to P-waves and S-waves

Earthquakes generate seismic waves that travel through and along the Earth's surface. The two most
significant types of body waves, meaning they travel through the Earth's interior, are P-waves and S-
waves. P-waves, also known as compressional waves or primary waves, are the fastest seismic
waves. They travel by alternately compressing and expanding the material through which they pass,
much like sound waves. This means P-waves can travel through solids, liquids, and gases. Their high
speed allows them to arrive at seismograph stations first. S-waves, or shear waves, are secondary
waves and are slower than P-waves. They travel by moving particles perpendicular to the direction of
wave propagation, creating a shearing motion. A crucial characteristic of S-waves is that they can only
travel through solid materials; they cannot propagate through liquids or gases. This difference in speed
and the physical properties they can travel through are fundamental to understanding earthquake

analysis.



The Science Behind P-wave and S-wave Travel Times

The core principle behind utilizing P-wave and S-wave travel time worksheets lies in the fundamental
physics governing how these seismic waves propagate. The speed at which seismic waves travel is
determined by the properties of the material they are passing through, specifically its density and
rigidity. Generally, seismic waves travel faster through denser and more rigid materials. While both P-
waves and S-waves are affected by these properties, P-waves are always faster due to their
compressional nature. This constant speed difference, though variable with geological conditions,
creates a predictable time lag between the arrival of the P-wave and the S-wave at any given seismic
station. This time lag is directly proportional to the distance from the earthquake's source. The greater
the distance, the larger the time difference between the arrival of the P-wave and the S-wave. This

relationship is the cornerstone for calculating the distance to an earthquake's epicenter.

Factors Affecting Seismic Wave Velocity

Several factors influence the velocity of P-waves and S-waves. These include the rock type,
temperature, pressure, and the phase of the material (solid, liquid, or gas). For instance, seismic
waves travel faster through the Earth's solid mantle than through its liquid outer core. Understanding
these variations is crucial for accurate seismic analysis, although simplified models often assume a
relatively uniform Earth for introductory purposes. The rigidity of the material is particularly important
for S-wave velocity, as S-waves cannot travel through fluids. The compressional nature of P-waves
allows them to travel through both solids and fluids, albeit at different speeds depending on the

material's properties.

The Time Interval as a Distance Indicator

The time interval between the arrival of the first P-wave and the first S-wave at a seismograph station



is often referred to as the S-P interval or S-P time. This interval is a direct indicator of how far away
the earthquake occurred. Seismologists have developed travel-time curves or charts that plot the
arrival times of P-waves and S-waves against distance from the epicenter. These curves are derived
from extensive studies of earthquake data and seismic wave behavior. By measuring the S-P interval
on a seismogram and comparing it to these established travel-time curves, one can determine the
distance to the earthquake's origin. This is a fundamental technique in seismology and forms the basis

of most earthquake P-wave and S-wave travel time worksheets.

How to Use an Earthquake P-wave and S-wave Travel Time

Worksheet

Earthquake P-wave and S-wave travel time worksheets are designed to guide users through the
process of determining an earthquake's epicenter using seismograph data. Typically, a worksheet will
present simulated or real seismograph readings from multiple stations. Each seismogram will show the
arrival times of the P-wave and the S-wave. The first step usually involves identifying these arrival
times on each provided seismograph trace. Precision in picking these arrival times is crucial, as even

small errors can lead to significant inaccuracies in the calculated distance.

Identifying P-wave and S-wave Arrivals

The P-wave is typically the first seismic wave to arrive at a station and is often characterized by a
relatively sharp onset, indicating the compressional motion. The S-wave arrives later and is often
characterized by a more complex, oscillating motion reflecting the shear forces. Worksheets may
provide visual cues or descriptions to help identify these arrivals on simplified seismograms. For actual
seismograph data, a trained seismologist would analyze the waveform to accurately pick these arrival

times.



Calculating the S-P Interval

Once the arrival times for both the P-wave and the S-wave have been identified for a particular
seismic station, the next step is to calculate the time difference between them. This is the S-P interval.
For example, if a P-wave arrives at 10:05:30 AM and an S-wave arrives at 10:08:45 AM, the S-P
interval is 3 minutes and 15 seconds (or 195 seconds). This calculated interval is the key piece of

information used to determine the distance from the seismic station to the earthquake's epicenter.

Using Travel-Time Curves or Charts

The calculated S-P interval is then used in conjunction with a travel-time curve or chart. These charts
plot the travel time of P-waves and S-waves against distance. Alternatively, they may plot the S-P
interval directly against distance. Users locate their calculated S-P interval on the vertical axis of the
chart and then follow horizontally to intersect the appropriate travel-time curve. From the point of
intersection, they drop a vertical line to the horizontal axis to read the corresponding distance to the
epicenter. Many worksheets will provide a specific travel-time curve or table to use, ensuring

consistency in calculations.

Interpreting Seismograph Data for Travel Times

Seismographs are instruments that record ground motion. A seismogram is the actual recording
produced by a seismograph. For earthquake analysis, seismograms from different locations are
essential. Each seismogram will show the arrival of seismic waves as wiggles on a paper or digital
display. The challenge lies in accurately identifying the precise moment of arrival for both the P-wave

and the S-wave amidst the background noise and the complex seismic wave trains.



Reading a Seismogram

A typical seismogram will have a time scale marked along one axis (usually the horizontal axis) and
the amplitude of the ground motion along the other axis. Before any earthquake waves arrive, the
seismograph will show minimal activity, often referred to as the baseline. When the P-wave arrives,
there will be a noticeable change in the ground motion. The P-wave arrival is often indicated by the
first significant deflection from the baseline. The S-wave arrival follows, typically with larger amplitude
oscillations than the P-wave, and it will occur later in time. Worksheets often provide simplified

seismograms where these arrivals are more clearly discernible, helping beginners learn the process.

Understanding the Difference in Waveforms

The appearance of P-waves and S-waves on a seismogram can differ. P-waves, due to their
compressional nature, often cause an initial up-and-down or back-and-forth motion in the direction of
wave travel. S-waves, with their shearing motion, cause the ground to move perpendicular to the
direction of wave travel, leading to side-to-side or up-and-down shaking. These differences in motion
can sometimes help in distinguishing between the two wave types on a seismogram, especially when

analyzing the initial impulses.

The Role of Time Marks

Accurate time marks on a seismogram are critical. These marks indicate specific time intervals,
allowing seismologists to precisely measure the arrival times of seismic waves. The more precise the
time marks, the more accurate the S-P interval calculation will be. When using worksheets, it's
important to pay close attention to the scale of the time axis and to interpolate between time marks if

necessary to get the most accurate reading possible.



Calculating the Distance to the Epicenter

The primary goal of analyzing P-wave and S-wave travel times is to determine the distance from a
seismic station to the earthquake's epicenter. This is achieved by using the time difference between
the arrival of the P-wave and the S-wave. The greater the S-P interval, the farther the earthquake is

from the recording station.

Using a P-wave and S-wave Travel Time Graph

A P-wave and S-wave travel time graph is a visual tool that plots the time it takes for P-waves and S-
waves to travel various distances from an earthquake's source. The horizontal axis typically represents
distance from the epicenter, and the vertical axis represents travel time. Two lines are plotted: one for
P-wave travel time and one for S-wave travel time. The difference between these two lines at any
given distance represents the S-P interval. To find the distance, you measure the S-P interval from
your seismogram and then locate that interval on the vertical axis of the graph. From that point, you
move horizontally until you intersect the S-wave travel-time curve, and then drop vertically to the
distance axis to find the distance. Alternatively, some graphs directly plot the S-P interval against

distance.

Using a Travel-Time Table

In lieu of a graph, a travel-time table can be used. This table lists various distances from an epicenter
and the corresponding arrival times for P-waves and S-waves at those distances. It will also typically
list the S-P interval for each distance. By finding the calculated S-P interval from the seismogram in
the table, the corresponding distance to the epicenter can be directly identified. Worksheets often

provide either a graph or a table specifically designed for their exercises.



Sample Calculation

Let's consider an example. Suppose at a seismic station, the P-wave arrives at 10:05:30 UTC and the
S-wave arrives at 10:08:45 UTC. The S-P interval is 3 minutes and 15 seconds, which is 195 seconds.
Using a standard travel-time chart or table, you would look for the distance that corresponds to an S-P
interval of 195 seconds. For instance, if the chart indicates that an S-P interval of 195 seconds
corresponds to a distance of 1500 kilometers, then this seismic station is 1500 kilometers away from

the earthquake's epicenter.

Triangulation: Pinpointing the Earthquake's Origin

While a single seismic station can determine the distance to an earthquake, it cannot pinpoint the
exact location of the epicenter. To do this, data from at least three different seismic stations are

required. This process is known as triangulation, a fundamental technique in seismology.

The Principle of Triangulation

Each seismic station provides a distance to the epicenter. Imagine drawing a circle on a map around
each station, with the radius of the circle equal to the calculated distance to the epicenter from that
station. If the earthquake is truly at the intersection of these circles, then the circles will intersect at a
single point. In practice, due to slight inaccuracies in data or travel-time models, the circles may not
intersect perfectly at a single point but will instead form a small triangular region. The center of this

region is considered the most probable location of the earthquake's epicenter.



Steps for Triangulation Using Worksheet Data

1. Collect seismograph data from at least three different seismic stations that recorded the same

earthquake.
2. For each station, accurately identify the arrival times of the P-wave and the S-wave.
3. Calculate the S-P interval for each station.

4. Using a travel-time graph or table, determine the distance from each station to the epicenter

based on its S-P interval.

5. On a map, draw a circle around each seismic station with a radius equal to the calculated

distance to the epicenter for that station.

6. The point where all three circles intersect (or the small triangular region formed by their

intersections) is the epicenter of the earthquake.

Worksheets often provide a blank map with the locations of seismic stations marked, allowing users to

perform this triangulation step after calculating the distances.

Common Challenges and Tips for Earthquake P-wave and S-

wave Travel Time Worksheets

Working with earthquake P-wave and S-wave travel time worksheets can be challenging, especially for

beginners. Common difficulties arise from accurately reading seismograms, calculating the S-P interval,



and interpreting travel-time curves. However, with practice and by following a few tips, these

challenges can be overcome.

Accuracy in Picking Arrival Times

The most critical step is accurately identifying the P-wave and S-wave arrival times. Even small errors
can lead to significant inaccuracies in the calculated distance. Pay close attention to the initial
deflection from the baseline for the P-wave and the subsequent larger amplitude arrival for the S-wave.

Use a ruler to precisely align with the time marks.

Understanding Different Travel-Time Curves

Different travel-time curves or tables may be used, often based on simplified Earth models. It's
important to use the specific curve or table provided with the worksheet, as using an incorrect one will
lead to erroneous results. These curves can vary slightly depending on the assumed velocity structure

of the Earth's interior.

Triangulation Precision

When triangulating, ensure that your circles are drawn to the correct scale. Using a ruler and a
compass is essential. If the circles don't intersect perfectly at a single point, this is normal and

indicates the approximate location. Avoid trying to force a perfect intersection.

Using Online Resources



Many educational websites offer interactive seismogram readers and travel-time calculators that can
help you practice and verify your manual calculations. These resources can be invaluable for

understanding the concepts and improving your sKills.

Practice Regularly

Like any skill, mastering the use of earthquake P-wave and S-wave travel time worksheets requires
practice. Work through multiple examples, and don't be discouraged if your initial results are not

perfect. Each attempt will help you become more proficient.

Applications of P-wave and S-wave Travel Time Analysis

The ability to analyze P-wave and S-wave travel times and determine earthquake locations has far-

reaching applications in various fields, from scientific research to public safety.

Seismic Hazard Assessment

By accurately locating earthquakes and understanding their frequency and magnitude, scientists can
assess seismic hazards in different regions. This information is vital for urban planning, building codes,

and disaster preparedness strategies.

Understanding Earth's Interior

The study of how seismic waves travel through the Earth has provided invaluable insights into the

planet's internal structure. Variations in P-wave and S-wave velocities reveal the presence of different



layers, such as the crust, mantle, outer core, and inner core, and their physical properties. For
instance, the inability of S-waves to travel through the outer core was a key piece of evidence for its

liquid state.

Tsunami Warning Systems

Rapidly and accurately locating earthquakes, especially those occurring beneath the ocean, is critical
for issuing timely tsunami warnings. The early arrival of P-waves allows for a preliminary estimation of

the earthquake's location and magnitude, enabling the activation of tsunami warning procedures.

Earthquake Engineering

Understanding the characteristics of seismic waves, including their arrival times and amplitudes, is
crucial for earthquake-resistant engineering and design. This knowledge helps engineers create

structures that can better withstand the ground shaking associated with seismic events.

Conclusion: Mastering Earthquake P-wave and S-wave Travel

Time Worksheets

Earthquake P-wave and S-wave travel time worksheets are essential tools for learning and applying
fundamental seismological principles. By understanding the distinct characteristics and travel speeds of
P-waves and S-waves, and by diligently applying the techniques of calculating the S-P interval and
triangulation, one can accurately locate the epicenter of an earthquake. The process involves careful
interpretation of seismograph data, precise use of travel-time curves or tables, and the systematic
combination of data from multiple seismic stations. Mastering these skills not only enhances one's

understanding of earthquakes but also contributes to fields such as hazard assessment, understanding



Earth's structure, and public safety. Continued practice with these worksheets is highly recommended
for anyone seeking a deeper comprehension of our dynamic planet and the seismic events it

experiences.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary purpose of an earthquake P-wave and S-wave
travel time worksheet?

The primary purpose is to help students understand the relationship between the arrival times of P-
waves and S-waves at different seismograph stations and how this information is used to determine

the distance to the earthquake's epicenter and ultimately, the earthquake's location.

How does a P-wave and S-wave travel time worksheet help in
calculating the distance to an earthquake?

The worksheet typically involves calculating the time difference between the arrival of the P-wave and
the S-wave at a seismograph station. This time difference (S-P interval) is directly proportional to the
distance from the station to the earthquake. Students use pre-established travel-time curves or tables

to find the distance corresponding to this S-P interval.

What are the key differences between P-waves and S-waves that are
relevant to these worksheets?

P-waves (Primary waves) are compressional waves and are faster, arriving first at a seismograph. S-
waves (Secondary waves) are shear waves and are slower, arriving later. This speed difference is the

fundamental principle used in the worksheets for distance calculation.



What is the next step after determining the distance to an earthquake
using one seismograph station's data on the worksheet?

After determining the distance from one station, students typically need to repeat the process for at
least two other seismograph stations. The data from multiple stations is then used to triangulate the

earthquake's epicenter, as each station provides a circular area of possible locations.

What kind of data or resources are typically provided with an
earthquake P-wave and S-wave travel time worksheet?

Worksheets usually provide seismograms showing the arrival of P-waves and S-waves, a table or
graph of P-wave and S-wave travel times versus distance, and sometimes maps for plotting the

location of the epicenter.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to earthquake P and S wave travel time worksheets, with descriptions:

1. Seismic Wave Propagation: Theory and Applications

This book delves into the fundamental physics governing how seismic waves, including P and S
waves, travel through the Earth's interior. It covers the wave equations, their solutions in different
media, and the mathematical principles behind calculating travel times. Expect detailed explanations of

ray theory and an introduction to computational methods used in seismology.

2. Introduction to Seismology

Designed for undergraduate students, this text provides a comprehensive overview of seismology, with
a significant portion dedicated to seismic waves. It explains the characteristics of P and S waves, how
they are generated, and their behavior at boundaries between different Earth layers. The book also
includes practical examples and exercises to help readers understand wave propagation and travel

time calculations.



3. Earthquake Seismology: A Practical Guide

This book bridges the gap between theoretical seismology and practical applications, making it ideal
for those who need to interpret seismic data. It thoroughly explains how P and S wave arrival times
are used to determine earthquake locations and magnitudes. The text often includes explanations of

data processing and the use of seismological software.

4. Applied Geophysics: An Introduction

While broader than just seismology, this book covers seismic methods used in geophysical exploration.
It discusses the principles of seismic surveys and how travel times of compressional (P) and shear (S)
waves are used to map subsurface geological structures. Expect coverage of data acquisition and

processing techniques relevant to understanding wave behavior.

5. Seismological Methods and Data Analysis

This text focuses on the methodologies employed in seismology, with a strong emphasis on data
analysis. It details the process of identifying P and S wave arrivals on seismograms and the
subsequent calculation of travel times. The book often includes discussions on velocity models and

their impact on travel time predictions.

6. Understanding Earthquakes: From Science to Society

This accessible book explains the science behind earthquakes for a general audience and students. It
simplifies complex concepts, including how seismic waves are generated and how seismologists use
the arrival times of P and S waves to understand the source and propagation of seismic energy. The

book aims to demystify the science for broader comprehension.

7. The Physics of Earthquakes

This title dives into the physical processes that cause earthquakes and how these events are studied.
It explains the nature of P and S waves as primary indicators of seismic activity and the principles
behind calculating their travel times through the Earth's layers. The book provides a strong foundation

in the physics of wave propagation.

8. Seismic Wave Phenomena and Inverse Problems



This advanced text tackles more complex aspects of seismic wave behavior and the challenges of
inferring Earth's properties from seismic data. It explores the mathematical foundations of seismic
wave travel times and the inverse problems associated with using these times to create Earth models.

Expect detailed mathematical treatments and computational aspects.

9. Digital Seismology: Theory and Applications

This book focuses on modern seismological techniques, particularly those involving digital data
acquisition and processing. It explains how digital seismograms are used to identify P and S wave
arrivals and how sophisticated algorithms are employed to calculate travel times and derive information

about the Earth's structure. The text often includes discussions on real-world data analysis.
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