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Breaking it Down
• Weathering – the process by 

which natural forces break down 
rocks.

• 2 types:

•Physical (mechanical)

•Chemical

Mechanical = Physical
• Physical (mechanical) weathering –

breaking up of rocks by physical 
forces.

• Rocks are split apart, but what 
they’re made of doesn’t change.

• Examples:

• Ice wedging

• Pressure release

• Plant root growth

• Abrasion

Ice Wedging
• When water freezes, it expands.

• If water freezes in the cracks of 
rocks, the force of its expansion 
splits the rocks apart.

• Common where temps rise 
above and fall below 32 
degrees F.

Pressure Release
• Rocks deep within the Earth are 

under extreme pressure.
• Over time, pressure releases and 

rocks can expand.
• As rocks expand, they crack.

• Exfoliation – where layers or sheets 
of rock gradually break off.
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Plant Root Growth
• Trees, bushes, and plants may 

take root in cracks in rocks.

• As the roots grow, they wedge 
open the cracks.

• The rock splits apart.

Abrasion
• Abrasion – the process of 

wearing down by friction.

• Examples:

•Moving water

•Tumbling rocks

•Ocean waves 

against the shore

Chemical = Composition Change

• Chemical Weathering – the 
breakdown of rocks by 
chemical reactions that 
change the rock’s 
composition.

• Minerals in rocks react with:

•Air

•Water

Dissolving
• Water is the main cause of 

chemical weathering.

• Air pollution can make rainwater 
even more acidic.

• Acid rain causes rocks to weather 
faster.
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Rusting
• Most minerals contain iron.

• The iron reacts with oxygen & 
water in the air and forms rust.

• Rusting produces a reddish 
color.

Weathering occurs at different rates
• Most weathering takes a very long time.
• The rate of weathering can depend on:

• Surface area – the more surface exposed, 
the faster it will break down.

• Rock composition – different types of rocks 
break down faster than others.

• Climate – water and heat aid in chemical 
weathering, while freezing and thawing 
help in mechanical weathering.


