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Agents of Erosion
By Cindy Grigg

Our beautiful planet has many
different landforms. There are
mountains and valleys. There are
plains and plateaus. There are rolling
hills and deep canyons. Earth's
surface is always changing. The
surface is constantly being worn
down by erosion. Erosion is the
process of wearing away or carrying
away materials from Earth's surface.
It comes from the Latin words
meaning "to eat away." Erosion eats
away Earth's surface.

There are four main agents of erosion. Moving water, wind, gravity,
and ice wear away or break up rocks, sediments, and soil from the
land's surface. When these materials are deposited or dropped in new
places, it is called deposition.

Erosion and deposition work together. They change landforms.
Sometimes they create new ones. Flowing water wears away soil and
rock like sandpaper wears away wood. Streams and rivers carve
gullies and canyons through the land. Ocean waves pound rocks into
small grains called sand. Wind carries away soil and sand. They are
deposited in other places. Mountain glaciers slide down slopes. As
they move, glacial ice plucks away soil, sediment, and rocks. Glaciers
carve out mountain valleys.

Gravity pulls water in rivers and streams downhill. The water carries
silt, sand, and clay along with it. Small rocks roll and tumble in the
riverbed. The sediments are deposited when the water slows down.
When rivers flood, these rich sediments are picked up and deposited
again. This often creates fertile farmland. A delta is formed by
deposits of sediments at the mouth of a river. Flooding has been
important to people since ancient times. The people of ancient Egypt,
for example, depended on yearly flooding of the Nile to grow crops.

Erosion is usually a slow process. The agents of erosion may take
millions of years to make visible changes. The Grand Canyon is the
result of three million years of erosion by the Colorado River. Once,
the Appalachian Mountains were taller than the Rocky Mountains.
Erosion has worn them down to less than half the height they once
were.

Sometimes erosion happens fast. Windstorms may move sand or soil
many miles away. Gravity can cause huge amounts of rock and soil to
suddenly slide down a slope. Flooding is another form of erosion that
happens quickly. When heavy rains cause rivers to overflow their
banks, the water carries away materials from one place and deposits
them in another. Floods can have quick and destructive effects on the
people living near the water.

Erosion changes Earth's surface. The main agents of erosion are
water, wind, gravity, and ice. Water is by far the most important of
these. Erosion is often a slow, gradual process. It can happen quickly.
Erosion has taken place since the land of the Earth was first formed,
and it will continue to take place in the future.

Agents of Erosion

Questions

1. ______ is the process of wearing away or carrying away
materials from Earth's surface.

A. Weathering
B. Erosion
C. Flooding
D. Deposition

2. ______ and ______ work together.
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3. Windstorms in desert areas may pick up sand. When the wind
slows down, the sand is dropped in a new place. Which word
describes this last action?

A. Erosion
B. Weathering
C. Flooding
D. Deposition

4.  Which of these things causes erosion?

A. wind
B. moving water
C. ice
D. gravity
E. all of the above

5.  What landform named in the story is an example of slow,
gradual erosion?

6. Floods can be harmful and helpful.

A. true
B. false

Where have you seen erosion and/or deposition near your home?
Explain what evidence you saw and what you think might have been
the cause.
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(Compare and Contrast) Compare erosion by glaciers to water
erosion. How are they alike? How are they different?


