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How Rivers Shape the Landscape Over
Time

KS3 Ages 11-14 & 3 minread

What Do Rivers Do?

Rivers are like nature's sculptors, constantly carving and reshaping the land around
them. Over thousands of years, flowing water can completely transform landscapes,
creating valleys, canyons, and deltas. This happens through three main processes:

erosion, transport, and deposition.

Erosion: Rivers Wearing Away Rock

Erosion is when rivers wear away rock and soil through the power of flowing water.
As water moves downhill, it picks up pebbles, sand, and particles. These materials act
like sandpaper, rubbing against the riverbed and banks, slowly grinding them down.
Fast-moving rivers in upland areas (mountainous regions) erode downwards, carving

deep, V-shaped valleys.

Think of it like water slowly wearing down a bar of soap in your bathroom—the soap

doesn't disappear overnight, but day after day it gets smaller and smoother.

Transport: Moving Material Downstream

Once rocks and soil are broken up by erosion, the river carries them along. Tiny
particles like sand and silt float suspended in the water, while larger pebbles bounce
along the riverbed. The amount of material a river can carry depends on how fast it's
flowing. In lowland areas where rivers move more slowly, they can only carry finer

materials.

Think of it like a conveyor belt in a factory—it picks up materials in one place and

carries them somewhere else.

Deposition: Building New Landscapes

When a river slows down, it can't carry all its material anymore, so it drops it. This

process is called deposition. In flat lowland areas and especially where rivers meet



the sea, sediment builds up, creating features like floodplains, deltas, and
sandbars. The River Nile Delta in Egypt is a famous example—it's built from

millions of tonnes of sediment deposited over thousands of years.

Think of it like when dirty bathwater drains and leaves a ring of sediment around the
tub—the fast-moving water carried the dirt, but as it slowed, it had to leave some
behind.

The Big Picture

Rivers shape landscapes at different rates depending on their speed, size, and the
rock types they flow through. Over millions of years, rivers can carve canyons deeper
than 1,000 metres. They're one of Earth's most powerful landscape architects,
constantly working to change the world around us.
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