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The Earth’s Atmosphere

The atmosphere is the thin blanket of gases surrounding the Earth that makes the planet hospitable to life as we know it. It is a large and complex system that interacts with the land, the oceans, and the Sun to produce the Earth’s weather and climate.

The atmosphere extends 350km out from the surface of the earth, and is modeled as having four layers: the thermosphere, mesosphere, stratosphere and troposphere. The troposphere is the layer closest to the Earth’s surface and contains more than 90 percent (by weight) of all the gases in the atmosphere, It is composed of about 78 percent nitrogen, 21 percent oxygen, trace gases, water droplets, dust, and other particles. 

The troposphere is where most weather occurs. In the troposphere, air rises as it is heated by the sun, falls earthward as it cools, and intermixes with evaporated water from the planet’s bodies of water to form clouds and precipitation. The uneven heating of the Earth’s surface by the sun, along with Earth’s rotation, creates not only vertical air movement, or rising (convection), and falling (advection), but also horizontal air movement (winds) as well. The result of these processes in a particular time and place -- snow, rain, sunny skies, freezing cold – is called weather. The average of such conditions over time is called climate. Current environmental concerns focus on the particles and gases that are released into the atmosphere as a result of human activities. These emissions have effects on human health and natural systems in areas, such as cities, where the pollutants are concentrated. There is the larger concern that the changes in the composition of the atmosphere stemming from these emissions will have long-term impacts on global climate.

Assignment:

Draw and label the earth’s atmosphere on the back of this paper.
 

