
Unit 7 Weathering, Erosion, and Topographic Maps:  Key Concepts 
 

Weathering 

 As the processes of plate tectonics build-up land features on Earth, the processes of weathering 
break-down land features 

 Weathering is the process of breaking down rocks and minerals 

 The rate of weathering (how fast weathering occurs) depends on 3 factors 
1. The type of rock/mineral (some rocks are more resistant than others) 
2. The climate/weather (warmer, wet climates will cause more weathering) 
3. Surface area (the more surface area that is exposed, the faster the rock will weather) 

Two types of weathering 
 Physical Weathering (also called mechanical weathering) 

o water can knock rocks against each other or wear away rocks through abrasion 
o wave action can wear away land features 
o Ice/Frost wedging increases the size of cracks in rocks as water freezes and expands 
o Biological weathering occurs from root wedging of plants and burrowing animals 
o Wind causes abrasion as sand blows up against rocks 

 Chemical Weathering - when  chemical reactions occurs and change the compounds within rocks 
o Oxygen within the atmosphere causes oxidation of rocks and minerals (rusting of 

rocks/minerals with iron) 
o Acid precipitation speeds up chemical weathering 
o Biological weathering occurs as acid are produced by many plant and fungal species 

(especially lichens).  Carbon dioxide produced by microscopic organisms can also react with 
rocks and cause chemical weathering  

Erosion 
The moving of sediment from where it was weathered to a different location by wind, water, ice, 
organisms, or gravity 

 Streams, rivers, and oceans move vast amounts of sediment.  Glaciers can slowly move 
sediment.  Wind can blow sediment. 

 Urban development can speed up erosion as flooding increases when water is blocked from 
absorbing into the ground over large areas by roads, buildings, and parking lots.   

Deposition 
The laying down of sediment after weathering and erosion 

 most deposition happens in low elevations and/or in slow-moving water 
 Some geographic feature occur due to deposition such as: alluvial fans, deltas, barrier islands, 

and floodplains 
 

Reshaping of Land Features due to weathering, erosion, and deposition 
 Mountains - over time become rounded, smooth, and lower in elevation as material from the 

mountain moves into valleys and levels out the landscape 
 Rivers - over time cut deeper into landscapes forming cliffs and canyons.  Fast moving rivers can 

carry larger rocks.   In slow moving water deposition can occur.  Deltas form at the mouth of a 
river as vast amounts of sediment are deposited 

 Caves - typically form from chemical weathering.  Often in areas with rock very susceptible to 
chemical weathering such as limestone 

 Oceans currents/waves - Beaches form along coast lines due to deposition.  Barrier islands can 
form parallel to coast lines due to deposition.  Sea cliffs are often carved out of rock along a 
shoreline.  Shore lines are very susceptible to weathering and erosion as coastal storms can be 
extremely strong. 
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Topography Notes 

Topography is the shape and size of land features on Earth’s surface 
Topography and geology are often related.  Some rocks are more easily weathered/eroded than others 
and this affects the shape of the land 
 
Topographic maps give details about the elevation and steepness of the land features in an area 
 
Uses of Topographic Maps 

 Recreational: travelling, hiking, etc. 

 Used by industry and governments for urban planning, building of roads, mining, etc. 

 Used by military for survival training, reconnaissance  

 GIS (Geographic information systems) are programs that can use aerial or satellite images 

combined with topographic maps to give extremely detailed maps  

o Satellite images taken of the same region, over a period of time can show how features 

of the landscape are changing, due to various factors such as erosion, deposition, or 

urbanization 

Contour lines   

Contour lines connect places on the map with the same elevation.  Lines do not cross one another or 

divide, but form closed loops 

Index contours are bold and have an elevation label  

Most maps from the United States have elevations labeled in Feet.  Maps from other countries will often 

label elevations in Meters 

1. Lines that are close together on a topographic map indicate that elevation is changing rapidly 

(steep slopes) 

2. Lines that are far apart indicate a flattened area with much less change in elevation 

3. V-shaped lines indicate a river.  The point of the V points upstream, or uphill 

4. Contour lines forming small rings indicate the peak of hills or mountains  ( 

5. Contour lines forming rings with hash-marks indicate depressions  

6. Contour intervals indicate the changes in elevation between contour lines 

                   

      


