
Name __________________________________ 

© ReadingDuck.com 

Carving the Earth: The Origins of Valleys and Canyons 
Valleys and canyons are some of the Earth's 

most breathtaking and dramatic landforms. 

These deep, winding features in the landscape 

have been shaped by a combination of 

natural forces that have acted upon the Earth's 

surface for millions of years. In this exciting 

exploration, we'll dive into the fascinating world of valleys and canyons, 

discovering what causes them and the secrets hidden within their depths. 

Defining Valleys and Canyons 

• Valleys: Valleys are low-lying areas of land that are typically surrounded by 

higher ground such as hills or mountains. They can be wide or narrow and 

often have rivers or streams flowing through them. 

• Canyons: Canyons are deeper and more narrow than valleys, with steep 

sides and often a river or stream running at the bottom. Canyons can vary 

in size from a few meters wide to several kilometers across. 

Formation of Valleys and Canyons 

• Erosion: The primary force behind the creation of valleys and canyons is 

erosion. Erosion is the process of wearing away the Earth's surface, and it 

occurs in various forms, including water erosion, wind erosion, and ice 

erosion. 

• Water Erosion: Rivers and streams play a significant role in carving valleys 

and canyons. Over millions of years, flowing water carries sediment and 

erodes the rock, cutting into the land and forming deep channels. 

• Wind Erosion: Wind can also erode the Earth's surface, particularly in arid 

regions. Wind-blown sand and particles gradually wear down rocks and 

cliffs, contributing to canyon formation in places like the American 

Southwest. 
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• Ice Erosion: Glaciers, massive sheets of ice, can shape valleys and canyons 

through their slow but powerful movement. As glaciers advance and 

retreat, they carve out deep U-shaped valleys and leave behind distinctive 

features like moraines. 

Tectonic Activity 

Some valleys and canyons owe their formation to tectonic activity, where the 

Earth's crust shifts and cracks along fault lines. Earthquakes can cause the land to 

drop or rise, creating steep-sided valleys. 

The Role of Time 

It's important to understand that valleys and canyons take millions of years to 

form. The gradual process of erosion, whether by water, wind, or ice, is a slow but 

relentless force that shapes the landscape over immense stretches of time. 

Human Interaction and Importance 

• Human Settlement: Valleys and canyons have often been preferred 

locations for human settlements due to their fertile soils, access to water, 

and natural beauty. 

• Tourism: Many valleys and canyons, such as the Grand Canyon in the 

United States, attract tourists from around the world. These natural wonders 

offer opportunities for exploration, hiking, and appreciating the Earth's 

geological history. 

Valleys and canyons are the result of complex geological processes that have 

shaped the Earth's surface over countless millennia. Whether carved by water, 

wind, ice, or tectonic activity, these landforms offer us a glimpse into the dynamic 

forces that continually shape our planet. 

 

 


