Soil Survey
Subject:  Science

Length:  variable

Location:  Outdoors

Materials:  baggies, film canisters or other small containers; magnifying glasses, microscopes
Objective:  To investigate soil types on a barrier island; to discover what animals may live in various soil types; To observe and compare soil particles
Method:  Students will collect soils from the various habitats and make observations.

Background:  The Georgia barrier islands are made up of mainly quartz sand eroded from the Southern Appalachian Mountains thousands of years ago.  Wind and water continue to shift the sands.  The maritime forest has a thin layer of organic material from decomposing vegetation.  Pluff mud from the salt marsh is made from decomposing organic matter plus fine sediments carried by the tides.   

Color, texture and grain size help classify various types of soil.  Color will indicate various minerals found in the soil. Generally the darker the soil, the more organic material present.

Texture is how the soil feels in your hand.  Particle size plays a big role in texture.  Gravel is larger than 2mm and feels coarse.  Sand is from 2 – 0.05 mm and feels gritty.  Silt is 0.05 -0.002 mm and feels like flour.  Clay is smaller than 0.002mm and feels silky.  Every soil type is a mixture of sand, silt, clay and other organic matter. The combinations of these will indicate how much life will be found in that soil type.

Each state has its own state soil.  Because many types of soil can be found in one state, the state soil is one that has significance to that state.  Georgia’s state soil is called the Tifton series.  It occurs throughout the Southern Coastal Plain and is among the most important agricultural soils in the state. 

Procedure: Copy the Soil Survey Worksheet.  Divide students into groups of 2-3.  Have one worksheet per habitat for each group. As the students cross through the various habitats, have them stop to collect at least one sample in each area.  Make sure they identify the origins of each soil for later use.

-Note the color.  Take a small amount and smear it on the paper.

-Have them feel the texture and predict soil particle size.  
-Using the magnifying glasses, have them observe the biological aspects of soil.  Jot down or draw any critters seen. (possibilities include pillbugs, sand hoppers, worms, insects, leaves, roots)
-Once all soil types have been collected, take students to the education center for an opportunity to compare and contrast soil under the microscopes. They may be able to measure grain size and identify other organics present.   

Evaluation:

-Ask students for their observances of the various soil types.  Are there any generalizations they can make about all the soils?  (maybe sandy)Have them explain the importance of soil on a barrier island. (supports plant life for stabilization of the island, creates habitat and food sources)

-Ask what characteristics would be used to identify an unknown soil given to them (color, texture, particle size, organic matter)
Soil Survey Sheet
Date:

Collector:

Location of collection:

Color(s):

Texture:

Prediction of particle size:

Biologicals:

Particle size:
