
Term and Definition

Rivers
Glossary of Terms

bank (noun) 

the land beside or sloping down 
to a river

basin (noun)

a rounded bowl in a landscape 
where water, such as a lake, may 
be pooled

bay (noun)

an inlet of the sea where the coast 
curves inwards and the water 
cuts into the land

canal (noun)

an waterway artificially created 
for the purpose of transporting 
goods by boat or for moving 
water across country

channel (noun)

a length of water that joins 
together two larger areas of 
water, such as seas; an area for 
passage through unsafe water; 
a hollow path or bed for a 
waterway

confluence (noun)

the point where two rivers, 
usually of a similar size, meet 
and merge

current (noun)

water moving in a particular 
direction, often picking up debris 
or other objects with it
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dam (noun)

a barrier built to hold back 
water and form a reservoir

delta (noun)

a triangle shape created by 
sediment being left by the 
mouth of a river, where it 
separates into multiple smaller 
outlets

deposit (noun)

a layer or mass of anything 
which has collected and 
remains somewhere

dock (noun)

an enclosed area of water using 
for the loading and unloading 
of boats at the shore

downstream (adjective)

describing the position or 
direction of something that is 
travelling towards the mouth of 
a river; opposite of upstream

drainage basin (noun)

the area of land around a 
waterway where rainfall 
collects and drains into the 
river or other body of water

erosion (noun)

the gradual destruction of 
something, usually the earth by 
water
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Mestuary (noun)

the wide part of a river before it 
joins the sea; fresh water from 
the flowing river mixes with 
salt water from the sea due to a 
current

flood (noun, verb)

water which has overflowed onto 
land which usually sits above the 
water level; to cause something 
to be overfilled or covered with 
water

flood barrier (noun)

a type of large gate built to 
prevent a body of water from 
flooding a protected area

floodplain (noun)

the area of land around a river 
where the ground lies very low 
and is easily flooded

freshwater (adjective)

water which is not of the sea and 
is therefore fresh, not salty

gorge (noun)

a narrow passage or valley 
between hills or mountains 
featuring steep sides, often formed 
by of featuring a flowing river

lake (noun)

a large area of water surrounded 
by land

meander (verb)

following a winding path or 
course that is specifically not 
straight or direct

mouth (noun)

the mouth of a river is where it 
opens out into the sea 

note: there are other meanings 
of the word ‘mouth’ but this one 
relates specifically to the context 
of rivers

oxbow lake (noun)

a lake formed when a bend in 
a river has been cut off and the 
river now flows straight, leaving 
behind a curved lake

pier (noun)

a long structure, built on poles 
or pillars, stretching out from the 
land and protruding over water 

plunge pool (noun)

a deep bowl shape cut into 
the earth at the bottom of a 
waterfall, eroded by the falling 
water

rapids (noun)

part of a river that is fast-flowing, 
sometimes over rocks, often 
because of a steep gradient

reservoir (noun)

a large, usually artificial lake 
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used to supply water

riverbed (noun)

the ground beneath the water, 
over which a river flows

saltwater (adjective)

found in the sea; made up of 
seawater

sediment (noun)

solid matter which settles to the 
bottom of a liquid, for example 
the sandy riverbed

shoreline (noun)

the edge of a lake, river or sea 
where the water meets the land

silt (noun)

clay, fine sand or other material 
carried along in water and 
deposited as sediment

source (noun)

the beginning or starting point of 
a river or stream

spring (noun)

a location where groundwater 
naturally emerges through the 
surface of the ground

stream (noun)

a small, narrow river

tidal river (noun)

a river whose flow depends on 

tides, e.g. when a high tide pushes 
back on and reverses the flow of 
the downstream part of a river

tributary (noun)

a smaller river or stream flowing 
in to join or feed a larger river

upstream (adjective, adverb)

the opposite direction to which a 
river or stream flows; opposite of 
downstream

valley (noun)

the low stretch of land between 
hills or mountains often with a 
river running through it 

water table (noun)

the level of ground under which 
the earth is saturated with water

waterfall (noun)

water falling from a height when 
a stream or river flows over a cliff 
or steep hill

watershed (noun)

any piece of land that separates 
channels of water flowing to 
different rivers or seas

Follow Sabryna as she travels downstream, 
learning all about how her community can 
live alongside the river without damaging 
the environment. Download the Twinkl 
Originals short story for Key Stage 2, 
'Sabryna and the River Spirit', here. 
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