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Important vocabulary for understanding rivers 

Bank The sides of a river channel. A river has two banks 
Bed The bottom of a river channel 
Canyon A large valley with very steep sides and usually a river 

flowing along the bottom 
Dam A wall built across a river that stops the river's flow and 

collects the water 
Erosion Erosion is the process that wears away the river bed and 

banks. Erosion also breaks up the rocks that are carried by 
the river. 

Estuary The wide mouth of the river where it meets the sea 
Floodplain An area of flat land either side of a river, likely to flood 
Lake A lake is a body of water that is surrounded by land 
Meander A bend or winding curve in a river 
Mouth Where the river meets the sea/ocean/lake 
Rapids A fast-flowing and turbulent part of the course of a river 
River A large natural stream of water 
Sea An area of salty water that covers much of the Earth’s 

surface 
Source  The beginning of a river 
Spring Groundwater that comes up to the surface 
Stream A small river 
Tributary A stream that joins a larger stream or river 
Valley A low area of land between hills or mountains, typically with 

a river or stream flowing through it 
Waterfall A cascade of water falling from a height, formed when a 

river or stream flows over a steep incline 

Rivers can be divided into three stages: 
The Upper Course Rain falling in highland areas flows downwards and collects in 

channels, forming a stream. As the stream continues to run 
downhill, it is joined by other streams and increases in size and 
speed. 

The Middle Course As a river reaches its middle course, the fast flowing water 
causes erosion, which makes it deeper and wider 

The Lower Course In the lower course, a river is in flatland and flows slowly. The 
force of the water is lower than in the other stages, so the river 
deposits all the bits of eroded land it has been carrying with it. 

Rivers run through every continent of the world but Antarctica. 
Here are some of the major rivers. 

Europe Volga and Rhine 
Asia Ganges and Yangtze,  
Africa Nile and Congo 
South America Amazon and Panama 
North America Mississippi and Rio Grande 

Major rivers of the United Kingdom 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


