
Potential ‘big question’ for final outcome – Why are rivers not straight? 
 
The questions posed to AI below do not answer the big question directly but provide relevant 
information to process to do so. Pupils therefore have to analyse and evaluate and construct 
their response to the big question using different sources. 
The ’lesson question’ information below could be used in different ways with different outcomes 
– subject to teacher creativity. 

 

What are the longest rivers in the UK 

ChatGPT said: 

Here are the longest rivers in the UK: 

1. River Severn – 220 miles (354 km) 

o The longest river in the UK, it flows through Wales and England, passing through 
cities like Shrewsbury, Worcester, and Gloucester. 

2. River Thames – 215 miles (346 km) 

o The second longest, it flows through London and is one of the most famous 
rivers in the world. 

3. River Trent – 185 miles (297 km) 

o It flows through the Midlands, passing Nottingham and joining the River Humber. 

4. River Wye – 155 miles (250 km) 

o It forms part of the England-Wales border and is known for its scenic beauty. 

5. River Great Ouse – 143 miles (230 km) 

o It flows through East Anglia and is important for drainage and navigation. 

6. River Ure / River Ouse (Yorkshire Ouse) – 129 miles (208 km) 

o The River Ure becomes the River Ouse in Yorkshire, eventually flowing into the 
Humber Estuary. 

7. River Tay – 117 miles (188 km) 

o The longest river in Scotland, known for its salmon fishing. 

8. River Clyde – 109 miles (176 km) 

o It flows through Glasgow and was historically significant for shipbuilding. 

9. River Spey – 107 miles (172 km) 

o Famous for whisky distilleries and fast-flowing waters in Scotland. 

10. River Nene – 100 miles (161 km) 

• It flows through Northampton, Peterborough, and into The Wash. 



 

How are rivers formed? 

ChatGPT said: 

Rivers are formed through natural processes over thousands or even millions of years. Here's a 
simple breakdown of how they develop: 

1. Source (Where Rivers Begin) 

• Rivers usually start in highland areas, such as mountains or hills, where rainwater, 
melting snow, or underground springs collect. 

• Small streams called tributaries join together to form a larger river. 

2. Erosion & River Channels 

• Water flows downhill due to gravity, carving out valleys and channels. 

• The river erodes (wears away) the land, making the channel deeper and wider over time. 

3. Transportation (Moving Materials) 

• Rivers carry materials like rocks, sand, and soil downstream. 

• This helps shape the landscape and can create features like waterfalls and meanders 
(curves in the river). 

4. Deposition (Leaving Materials Behind) 

• As the river slows down (often near the mouth), it drops the materials it carried, forming 
deltas, floodplains, and estuaries. 

5. Mouth (Where Rivers End) 

• Rivers eventually flow into a lake, sea, or ocean, completing their journey. 

• Some rivers form deltas, where they split into many smaller channels before reaching 
the sea. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

How was the Thames formed? 

ChatGPT said: 

The River Thames was formed over millions of years through natural geological processes, 
including erosion, glaciation, and changes in sea levels. Here’s a simple breakdown of its 
formation: 

1. Millions of Years Ago: Early Thames Route 

• Around 58 million years ago, the River Thames originally flowed in a completely 
different direction—towards what is now the North Sea but at a more northern position. 

• Over time, tectonic movements and erosion changed its course. 

2. Ice Age Changes (Around 450,000 Years Ago) 

• During the Ice Age, glaciers covered much of Britain. 

• The advancing Anglian Ice Sheet blocked the original path of the Thames, forcing it 
southwards to its current route. 

• As the ice melted, huge amounts of water helped carve out the Thames Valley. 

3. Development of the Modern Thames 

• Over time, tributaries joined the Thames, increasing its size. 

• The river continued eroding land, shaping the landscape of London, Oxford, and 
Reading. 

• Rising sea levels after the last Ice Age (about 10,000 years ago) created the Thames 
Estuary, connecting the river to the North Sea. 

4. Human Influence 

• The Romans, Saxons, and later civilizations built settlements along the Thames, 
influencing its development. 

• Today, the river has been deepened and modified for navigation, flood control, and 
transport. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

How do rivers change over time? 

ChatGPT said: 

Rivers change over time due to natural processes like erosion, deposition, and flooding, as well 
as human activities. Here’s how: 

1. Erosion (Wearing Away the Land) 

• Rivers erode rock and soil, making their channels deeper and wider. 

• In the upper course (near the source), rivers cut into the land, creating steep valleys and 
waterfalls. 

• Over time, erosion can form gorges and canyons. 

2. Transportation & Deposition (Carrying & Dropping Materials) 

• Rivers carry sediment (rocks, sand, and mud) and deposit it when the water slows 
down. 

• This creates floodplains, deltas, and sandbanks. 

• Deposition can change the river’s path and form new land. 

3. Meanders & Oxbow Lakes (Changing Course) 

• As rivers reach the middle and lower courses, they start to bend, forming meanders 
(curves). 

• Over time, these meanders can get cut off, forming oxbow lakes. 

4. Flooding & Riverbank Changes 

• During heavy rain, rivers overflow and change the surrounding landscape. 

• Floods deposit nutrient-rich silt, making the land fertile. 

• In extreme cases, flooding can carve out new channels. 

5. Human Impact 

• Dams and reservoirs change river flow and water levels. 

• Urbanization (buildings, roads, and pollution) affects water quality and flooding. 

• Climate change is altering rainfall patterns, making some rivers dry up and others flood 
more often. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Tell me about a UK river that has changed over time. 

ChatGPT said: 

One UK river that has changed significantly over time is the River Thames. Its course, size, and 
use have evolved due to natural processes and human influence. 

1. The Ice Age Shift (Over 450,000 Years Ago) 

• Originally, the Thames flowed northward into what is now the North Sea. 

• During the Anglian Ice Age, glaciers blocked its path, forcing the river to carve a new, 
more southerly course, which shaped modern London’s landscape. 

2. Rising Sea Levels & the Thames Estuary (After the Last Ice Age, 10,000 Years Ago) 

• As the Ice Age ended, melting ice caused sea levels to rise, expanding the Thames 
Estuary and shaping its modern mouth. 

3. Medieval & Early Modern Changes 

• The river was much wider and shallower in medieval times. 

• Over centuries, human activities, such as land reclamation and embankments, 
narrowed the river to its current width. 

• The Great Frost Fairs (1600s–1800s) happened when the Thames froze due to its slower, 
wider flow and a colder climate. 

4. Industrial & Modern Changes (19th–21st Century) 

• Dredging (removing sediment) made the river deeper to allow larger ships to pass. 

• The Thames Barrier (completed in 1982) was built to prevent flooding from rising sea 
levels and storm surges. 

• The river, once highly polluted due to industrial waste, has seen major clean-up efforts, 
making it one of the cleanest urban rivers in the world today. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Why are rivers important to the environment? 

ChatGPT said: 

Rivers are essential to the environment because they support ecosystems, provide resources, 
and help shape the landscape. Here’s why they matter: 

1. Habitat for Wildlife           

• Rivers provide homes for fish, birds, insects, and plants. 

• Wetlands along rivers are crucial for biodiversity, supporting species like otters, 
kingfishers, and dragonflies. 

2. Water Supply     

• Rivers provide freshwater for drinking, farming, and industry. 

• Many UK cities, including London and Birmingham, rely on rivers for their water supply. 

3. Transport & Trade               

• Historically, rivers were natural highways for moving goods and people. 

• Even today, rivers like the Thames and Mersey are used for transport. 

4. Flood Prevention & Climate Control       

• Healthy rivers help absorb excess rainwater, reducing the risk of floods. 

• River vegetation helps regulate temperatures and store carbon, helping to fight climate 
change. 

5. Soil Fertility & Agriculture      

• When rivers flood, they deposit nutrient-rich silt, making the land fertile for crops. 

• Ancient civilizations, including those in Britain, depended on rivers for farming. 

6. Recreation & Tourism                            

• Rivers provide opportunities for boating, fishing, and nature walks. 

• Famous rivers, like the Thames, attract millions of tourists each year. 

7. Energy Production   

• Some rivers are used to generate hydroelectric power (HEP), a renewable energy 
source. 

 


