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SOIL SLEUTHS 
 
BENCHMARKS and TASKS 
SC.A.1.1.1 The student knows that objects can be described, classified, and compared by their 
composition (e.g., wood or metal) and their physical properties (e.g., color, size, and shape). 
SC.D.1.1.1 The student recognizes that the solid materials making up the Earth come in all sizes, 
from boulders to grains of sand. 

·  The student observes, describes, and classifies rocks according to their observable properties. 
·  The student recognizes that the surface of the earth is composed of different types and sizes of 

solid materials (e.g., sand, pebbles, 
rocks, clumps of dirt). 

 
KEY QUESTION  
What are the properties of soil? 
 
MATERIALS  
Teacher      Per student 
clean jar filled with soil    magnifier 
chart paper      craft stick 
marker       newspaper      
       2 paper plates or containers for soil samples 
       spoon for digging 
       science journal 
       pencil 
 
BACKGROUND INFORMATION  
Soil is a mixture of rock, mineral particles, and organic matter. Weathering forms the rock and 
mineral particles of soil. These particles are inorganic parts of soil. Other inorganic parts are water 
and air. Most organic material in soil comes from decaying plants and animals. This material is called 
humus. Bacteria and fungi break down plant and animal remains and form humus. 
Soil is made up of layers called horizons. The first layer is mostly decaying leaves, twigs, and animal 
remains. The second layer is topsoil, the third is subsoil, and the bottom is weathered rock. It takes 
thousands of years for a soil to mature.  
        
ENGAGE 

1. Show students a jar of soil. Ask if they know what is in the jar.  
Record their responses on a Circle Map. 

2. Give each student a spoon and paper plate. Take the students outside and have them gather a 
soil sample. Be certain that students get their samples from different places. 

 
EXPLORE 

1. Have students cover their desks with newspaper. Distribute materials to each group. 
2. Tell students to make as many observations about the soil as possible. Encourage them to 

look, smell, and touch the soil. Remind them that they have magnifiers to use. They can use 
the craft stick to sort through the soil and look for different parts. 

3. Direct students to record their observations in their science journals. 
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 EXPLAIN  

1. Remind students of the Rock Rap activity and review how rocks break down from large 
boulders to small grains of sand. 

2. Ask: 
 What kinds of things can be found in soil? (Make a list of the different things groups saw  in 

the soil.) 
How would you describe soil? 

 How does it look? How does it feel? How does it smell? 
 What is soil? 
 Why do you think we need soil? 
3. Return to the Circle Map to add/delete from their brainstorming. Conclude that soil is made 

up of living things and once living things, such as worms, bugs, leaves, and roots. Soil is also 
made up of things that have never lived, such as rocks and sand. The pieces are all different 
sizes. Rocks around the world are constantly, slowly changing into dirt. 

  
EXTEND/APPLY  

1. Discuss how important soil is for life on earth. (Plants need soil to grow, and we need plants 
to survive.) 

2. Have students bring in samples of soil from their yards in small baggies. Give each student a 
paper plate and a plastic spoon. Let students choose spoonfuls of three soil samples to 
examine and compare. Discuss the properties of the different soils. 

 


