
Unit 3 (Q4): Weathering & Erosion Study Guide 

Summary: 

• Geologists assume, and the evidence backs it up, that the same natural processes we can observe today 

existed in the past. This principle is known as UNIFORMITARIANISM. 

• WEATHERING is the breakdown of rock (and other materials) at the Earth’s surface. EROSION is the 

removal of the broken down rock fragments (SEDIMENT), and DEPOSITION is placing that sediment in 

another location. 

• There are two major types of weathering, MECHANICAL, the physical breakdown of rock, and CHEMICAL, 

the breakdown of rock due to chemical changes. 

• The weathering of rock creates SOIL, the layer of loose material on Earth’s surface that hosts most land-

based life. Soil is a mixture of sediment (sand, silt, and/or clay), HUMUS (decayed plant material), air, and 

water. 

• Just like the Earth itself, the oceans, and the atmosphere, soil develops into layers, or HORIZONS, over 

time. Each soil horizon differs in color, texture, and composition from the layers above and below. 

• Major agents of erosion include water, ice, wind, and gravity. Liquid flowing water (RUNOFF) is the most 

important factor of erosion on Earth! 

• Weathering and erosion constantly wear down the Earth’s surface, while uplifting and deposition 

constantly build the surface back up. This constant cycle can be seen as part of the larger Rock Cycle. 

Vocabulary: weathering, erosion, uniformitarianism, mechanical weathering, abrasion, ice wedging, chemical 

weathering, oxidation, permeable, soil, bedrock, humus, loam, soil horizon, topsoil, subsoil, litter, sod, 

sediment, deposition, mass movement, groundwater, plucking, deflation, loess 

Concepts: 

• What is the difference between weathering and erosion? 

• What are five major types of mechanical weathering? 

• What are the five major types of chemical weathering? What type of natural forces create both 

mechanical and chemical weathering? 

• What three major factors affect the rate of weathering (how fast weathering occurs)? How is this related 

to soil formation? 

• What are the main ingredients of soil? Are all soils throughout the world the same? What makes soils 

different? 

• Know the five main soil horizons discussed in class and what they consist of. Are there other possible soil 

horizons? 

• What is the difference between a sandy soil and a clay soil? What is loam? 

• What soil horizon supports the majority of land-based life? How is this layer considered a natural resource 

important to humans? 

• How often does weathering break down Earth’s surface, and deposition and uplifting build it back up? 

• When wind, water, or ice carry sediment, how do the particles aid the weathering of the surfaces they flow 

over? 

• What is the load of a stream (or a glacier, or the wind)? 

• What factors determine the amount of runoff an area receives? 

• What are the different types of mass movement? What do they have in common? How are they different? 

• What does it mean when certain landforms are described as erosional? When described as depositional? 


