
 Water Cycle Vocabulary 

The Water (Hydrologic) Cycle:  The continual movement of water from the Earth's surface to 

the atmosphere and back 

State Change: Physical change of matter from one form to another, changing molecular 

spacing.  

Vaporization (Evaporation): Change of state from liquid to gas 

Condensation: Change of state from gas to liquid 

Precipitation:  Any form of water that falls from clouds. 

Transpiration:  The process by which water vapor is released from plant leaves. 

Infiltration:  The process by which precipitation sinks into the ground. 

Runoff: Precipitation that does not sink into the ground, and runs along the surface. 

Pressure and Wind Vocabulary 

Air Pressure:  A measure of the weight of the atmosphere pushing down on a location.  

Measured in millibars or inches   

Barometer:  An instrument used to measure air pressure  

Isobar:  a line connecting points of equal pressure. 

Sea breeze:  Wind coming from a high over the ocean and towards a low over the land 

Land breeze:  Wind coming from a high over the land and moving towards a low over the 

ocean 

Coriolis Effect:  Curving of an object’s path due to the Earth’s Rotation (to the right in the 

northern hemisphere.) 

Cyclone: a system of winds rotating inward to an area of low atmospheric pressure; 

counterclockwise (northern hemisphere) or clockwise (southern hemisphere) 

Local wind:  A wind that occurs over a small geographic area due to a small scale pressure 

difference (example:  shore breezes) 

 Planetary Wind:  A wind that occurs over a large geographic area due to global scale pressure 

differences 

Anemometer:  An instrument that measures wind speed 

Jet Stream:  a narrow band of air that moves around the earth from west to east at relatively 

high speeds.  Jet streams steer storms and can bring cold weather to midlatitude locations. 



 

Moisture and Humidity Vocabulary 

Humidity:  Moisture in the air as water vapor (a gas) 

Capacity:  The ability to receive,  hold, absorb 

Psychrometer: An instrument that measures the amount of water vapor in the air. 

Wet-bulb depression:  How much the wet thermometer’s temperature is lowered due to 

evaporation 

Saturation: When the air has reached its maximum capacity of water vapor (no more can be 

added.) 

Relative Humidity:  A comparison of the amount of water vapor in the air vs. its maximum 

capacity 

Dew Point:  The temperature at which air must be cooled for condensation to occur.  Also 

measures the amount of water vapor in the air.  

Latent Heat is the energy absorbed (taken in) or released (let out) by a substance during a 

phase change 

Adiabatic Temperature Changes and Cloud Formation 

Expansion: To spread out 

Compression: To force together 

Adiabatic Cooling:  Cooling in the atmosphere due to the rising and expanding of air; no heat 

removed 

Adiabatic Warming:  Warming in the atmosphere due to the sinking and compressing of air; no 

heat added 

Windward Side:  The side facing the winds 

Leeward Side:  The side opposite the winds 

Condensation Nuclei:  A particle in the atmosphere (smoke, volcanic ash, dust, salt) that water 

vapor can condense on.   

Stratus cloud:  Blanket-like and layered 

Cumulus cloud:  Cotton- or Cauliflower-like 

Cirrus cloud:  Feather-like and thin 

Nimbus cloud: Raincloud 



 

Air Masses and Fronts 

Air mass:  An enormous body of air that has properties of temperature and moisture similar to 

the area it came from 

Source region:  The location an air mass came from 

Arctic:  coming from a place very close to the North Pole 

Polar:  from a higher, cooler latitude 

Tropical:  from a lower, warmer latitude 

Continental:  from land; dry 

Maritime: from the ocean; humid 

Front:  A low pressure boundary between two adjacent air masses where warm air is forced 

off the ground by cold air.  

Cold Front:  When a cold air mass invades a region of warmer air; air rises at a steeper slope. 

Warm Front:  When warm air mass invades a region of colder air; air rises with a gentler slope. 

Stationary Front:  When two air masses are adjacent to each other but not moving 

 


