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PennsylvaniaLandforms
and GeologicTerms

Landformis definedasafeatureofthe earth~ssurfaceattributableto natural caases.

Thefollowing landformdescriptionsandgeologictermsaresomeof themajorones
foundin Pennsylvania.This is only asmallportionof landformtermsdescribedin the
NationalSoil SurveyHandbook,part629,GlossaryofLandformandGeologicTerms.

alluvial fan - A low, outspreadmassof soil and/orrock, depositedby astream,shaped
like anopenfan orcone.Commonlyfoundat themouthofstreamswheretheyentera
largervalley.

bench - A nearlylevel to gently slopingplatform-likesurfaceon asteepsideslope.
Generallyabedrockcontrollederosionalsurfaceon ahillsideormountainside.

bog - A waterloggedswampyareaconsistingmostlyoforganicmaterial suchasmosses,
sphagnum,sedgesanuwoodymaterials.

colluvium - soil materialthathasaccumulatedatthefootslopeofaridgeormountainside
dueto masssoil movementor landslide.

depression- A relativelysunkenpartoftheearth’ssurface.A low lying areasurrounded
by higherground.A closedoropendepressionsuchasa sinkhole.

drainageway- A generaltermto describealongnarrowwatercourse,thatat sometime
hasconcentratedwaterflow, but lacksa channelorhasa smalldefinedchannel.Water
flow is intermittent.

drift (glacial) - A generaltermappliedto all materialtransportedanddepositedby
glacialice.Thetermappliesto depositsthatno longercontainglaciers.

flood plain - A nearlyplainthatbordersa streamandis subjectto flooding. Soil material
hasbeendepositedby streamoverflow anddeposition.

footslope- A gentleto moderateslopingareaat thebaseofa sideslopeormountain
slope.

headslope- Theconcavesurfaceattheheadofadrainageway.

interfiuve - A broaduplandareaorridgetopbetweentwo valleysorwaterways,that
shedswaterinto thosevalleysorwaterways.

karst - Topographywith sinkholesandundergrounddrainageformedin limestone.
Generallyhasfew if anystreams,exceptthoseformedby largesprings.



local alluvium - Soil depositedin drainagewaysandon footsloplesby sheet,nil and
gully erosionofadjacentandnearbyslopes.Createdby stormwaterrunoffratherthanby
overflowingstreams.

bess- Soil materialtransportedanddepositedby wind, andpredominantlyofsilt size.

mountain - Thenaturallandrising morethan300meters(approx.1,000 ft.) abovethe
lowlands.

mountain slope- Thesideslopeof amountainbetweenthesummitandthefoot.

noseslope - Theprojectingendofan interfiuve.Generallyconvexcontoursup anddown
slope.

piedmont- In theUnitedStatesthePiedmont(noun)is a low plateauextendingfrom
New Jersey(throughPennsylvania)to Alabamaandlying eastoftheAppalachian
Mountains.

plateau - A relativelylargeflat areaathigh elevationsnearthesummitandgenerally100
meters(approx.330 ft.) aboveadjacentlow lying areas.

residuum - Unconsolidated,weathered,orpartlyweatheredsoil materialthat
accumulatesin placeby disintegrationofthebedrock.

sideslope- The slopebetweenadrainagewayandthesummitor interfiuve.

sinkhole- A closeddepressionformedin limestoneby solutionofthebedrockand
collapseoftheoverlyingsoil.

stream terrace - A platformin astreamvalleyparallelto thestream,representingan
abandonedfloodplain,at higherelevationthancurrentdayflood plains.

summit - Thetopographicallyhighestpositionwith aplain to convex, nearlylevel to
slopingsurface.

upland - A generaltermforhighergroundin contrastto valley, floodplainorotherlow
lying ground.

valley - An elongated,relativelylarge,externallydraineddepressionoftheearth,
primarily formedbetweenmountainsby erosionorglacialactivity.

J.J. Eckenrode,USDA - NRCS.adapted from theNatinal Soils Handbook, 2002
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SOIL STRUCTURE

Soil Structure is thenaturallyoccurringarrangementofsoil particlesinto aggregatesthatresultfrom
thesoil forming processes.Structureis describedby threeterms.They aregrade,sizeand shape.
Grade describesthedistinctnessofthe aggregates.Sizeof aggregatesis dividedinto five categories,
andshapeis dividedinto four basicstructuralunits.

Structureless - No unitsobservablein placeor in ahandsample.Sandis an exampleof
“structureless-singlegrain” soil whentheindividualgrainsarelooseanddo not form
aggregates.“Structureless-massive”is continuouslayersofsoil thatdo notshow
aggregatesin placeor in ahandsample.Denseglacialtill andtheinteriorofsome
fragipansaremassive,singleunitsshowingno structuraldevelopment.

Weak - Structuralunitsarebarelyobservablein placeor in ahandsample.

Moderate - Units arewell formedandevidentin placeorin ahandsample.

Strong - Units aredistinct in placeandseparateeasilywhendisturbed.

Grade:

Granular Prismatic

mm mm

Angular and
Subangular blocky

mm

Veryfine
(very thin)’

Fine
(thin)’

Medium

Coarse

(thick)’

Verycoarse
(very thick)’

1)Forplaty structuresubstituteverythin, thin, thick andverythick for sizenames.

Size: Platy

mm

<5 <1<1

1-2

2-5

5-10

>10

5-10

<10

10-20

20-50

50-100

>100

1-2

10-20

20-50

2-5

5-10

>50 >10
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Soil structure continued

Shape:

Granular - The individualunits areapproximatelysphericalor
polyhedralandarecurvedor very irregularfaces.Commonin
surfacehorizons.

Prismatic - Units areelongatedverticallywith flat to rounded
verticalsurfaces.Topsaregenerallyflat. Commonstructure
of fragipans.

Subangular blocky - Units aresomewhatroundedblocklike or
with flat to slightly roundedpolyhedralsurfaces.Commonin
subsurfacehorizons.

Angular blocky - Units areblocklike with sharpedges.Common
in heavytexturedsubsurfacehorizons.

Platy

Platy - Theunits areflat andplatelike,generallyoriented
horizontally.Commonin compactedsurfacelayersand in
plow pans.
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Place appeoxim.,lely 25 g soil in palm.
Add waler dropwise and knead the sc
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Place bail 01 soil between thumb and forefinger
gen~lypushietg the soil wlUi the thumb, squeezing
Itupward Into aribbon. Form a ribbon of uniform
thickness and width. Allow the ribbon to emerge
and extend over the foretinger. breaking from its
own weight.

Does soil 1mm a ribbon?


