
Do You Know Your Soil?

There are 3 main types of soil

All types of soil (or soil textures) have unique characteristics which give them pros and cons.  
Knowing what type of soil you have can help you to choose plants that will grow best in your 
garden this summer!

Texture influences soil’s workability, how much air and water 
it can hold, and how quickly water can infiltrate and move 
through the soil.

Grains: Large

Sand

Silt

Clay

Grains: Fine

Grains: Very fine

Water will pass quickly through a sandy 
soil. The soil heats up quickly and tends 
to dry out during the summer and is poor 
in nutrients.

A silty soil is generally light and aerated, 
and is often rich in nutrients. Water does 
not pass through easily through the soil 
and it doesn’t hold heat well.

A clay soil holds water and nutrients well. 
It can be very difficult for plants to grow 
roots in this soil as it can become very 
compact.



Light Brown, Brown or Strong Brown?
The soil around us is generally not made exclusively one of these three types of soil texture, 
more often a combination of all three types. There are many easy tests you can do to 
determine exactly what soil you have at home, in your yard or in your garden. The first text 
keeps you from getting dirty, but takes 24 hours.

Jar test
1. 1. Fill half of your jar with your soil sample, and the 

other half with water leaving some room for air. 
2. 2. Close the lid tightly and shake the jar vigorously until 

there are no more clumps of soil.
3. Leave your jar for 24 hours.

20%

70%

10%

After 24 hours you will be able 
to see distinct layers of soil, 
each with different thicknesses 
(proportions). Here we have 10% 
sand, 70% silt, and 20% clay. 
Next you can use the proportions 
in the texture pyramid to the 
right to determine that our soil 
is silty loam!

Determine these soil textures: 
A : 50% sand 20% silt 30% clay

A : Sandy clay loam, B : Silty clay

5% sand 50% silt 45% clayB :



Let s get dirty!
Don’t want to wait 24 hours? Don’t mind getting a little dirty? Here are 5 more tests you 
can do to determine what type of soil you have in your garden. Before starting, you have to 
know how to use an identification key*. Complete the next 5 tests, answer each question, 
then use the key on the last page to determine your soil texture!

Grittiness test
Rub the soil between your fingers. If sand is present, it will 
feel “grainy” you will be able to feel the individual grains. Try to 
determine if sand is more or less than 50% of your soil. 

Moist cast test
Put about a golf ball sized amount of soil into your palm and add 
water drop wise until the soil sticks together. Compress some 
moist soil with your hand, does it hold its shape? 

Less than 50% sand More than 50% sand

It holds its shape It does not hold its shape

*If you don’t know how to use a key, try this activity about aquatic invertebrates by following this L INK .

Toss the ball lightly back and forth in your hands, does it hold its 
shape even when you catch it?

It holds its shape It does not hold its shapeIt mostly holds its shape

,

https://riverinstitute-my.sharepoint.com/personal/educationcloud_riverinstitute_ca/_layouts/15/onedrive.aspx?id=%2Fpersonal%2Feducationcloud%5Friverinstitute%5Fca%2FDocuments%2FEducationShare%2FWebsite%2DSocial%20Media%20OutsideIN%2FWeek%202%2D%20Creepy%20Crawlies%2FActivities%2Finvert%20activity%20%5FEN%2Epdf&parent=%2Fpersonal%2Feducationcloud%5Friverinstitute%5Fca%2FDocuments%2FEducationShare%2FWebsite%2DSocial%20Media%20OutsideIN%2FWeek%202%2D%20Creepy%20Crawlies%2FActivities&originalPath=aHR0cHM6Ly9yaXZlcmluc3RpdHV0ZS1teS5zaGFyZXBvaW50LmNvbS86YjovZy9wZXJzb25hbC9lZHVjYXRpb25jbG91ZF9yaXZlcmluc3RpdHV0ZV9jYS9FVFB4Sm5PM0YtRkNxWWR5ZjZYX0NnUUI0eHhfYTVXWnRVa3VJdV9OSVJucF9RP3J0aW1lPUFvRWJzUHI0MTBn


Stickiness test
Moisten the soil thoroughly (using a bit of water) and compress 
it between thumb and forefinger. Does the soil stick to your 
fingers when you pull them apart? Does it stretch like glue?

Very sticky Somewhat sticky

Worm test
Roll some moist soil between the palms of your hands to form 
the longest, thinnest worm possible. Are you able to form a 
worm with your soil? Is your worm longer than 3 cm?

Longer than 3cm No worm or not longer than 3cm

Slippery test

Rub a small amount of wet soil between your fingers. Does the 
soil feel slippery between your fingers like soapy water?

Very slippery

Not sticky

Mostly slippery Not slippery
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Graininess test
Does the sand make up more 
or less than 50% of the soil?

Moist cast test
Can you form a cast 
with your moist soil?

Moist cast test
Does it hold its shape 

when you toss it lightly 
between your hands?

Worm test
Is your worm longer 

than 3cm long?

Moist cast test
Does it hold its shape 

when you toss it lightly 
between your hands?

Slippery test
Does the soil feel slippery 

between your fingers?

Stickiness test
Is the soil sticky between 

your fingers?

Sand

Stickiness test
Is the soil sticky between 

your fingers?
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Slippery test
Does the soil feel slippery 

between your fingers?

Mostly
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Clay

Slippery test
Does the soil feel slippery 

between your fingers?


