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Background

Lesson 6
Digging for Dirt

Soil Samples

Dear Students,

Today, you are forensic geologists! These are the folks responsible for examining soil 
samples. Usually, a soil sample is very small—such as when the soil is stuck to clothes or 
shoes. This is why such soil is called trace evidence. The white powder you investigated 
earlier is trace evidence, as is a strand of hair, bits of broken glass, or paint chips. When 
things are very small, it’s easy to leave them at a crime scene. It’s also easy to take them 
with you! Sometimes, trace evidence can link a suspect to the scene.

Sandy soil is one type of soil. It’s great for making castles if you add just the right 
amount of water, but terrible for growing plants no matter what.

Clay soil is mostly clay. It’s just like the material you use in art class. It’s very sticky 
when it gets wet, and it dries hard as a rock! This type of soil isn’t the best for growing 
plants either.

The best type of soil for growing is loam. Loam has lots and lots of humus. Humus is dead 
plant and animal matter that makes soil just right for growing. It’s usually dark brown or 
black in color.

Although humus is natural, because it’s made of plant and animal material, other non-
natural things can be in soil, too. Glass, paper, and cement might be found in soil that 
comes from a city. Whatever is in or on the soil is part of the soil when you are the 
forensic geologist testing it. Anything in the soil can supply clues to where it came from.

I have sent you five soil samples—four are from the bicycle tires belonging to the four 
suspects. One is the evidence taken from my flower garden, near the tire tracks you 
studied in the previous activity. You will need to test, observe, and compare them to what 
you know about soil from my information table. 

Soil Type Particle Size, Texture & Color
(large, small, hard, grainy, smooth, flaky) Texture When Wet

Sand
• large 
• grainy 
• hard

• water and sand will 
separate

Clay • small 
• can be flaky • thick & sticky

Loam • dark brown or black • absorbs water 
• smooth

Good luck with all of your observations! I look forward to receiving the results. 

Appreciatively,

Mr. Mugg
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Activity 1: Soil Observations Data Table

Directions:
1. Use wooden splint to scoop out small amount of Sample A.
2. Place on foam plate.
3. Make prediction of soil identification in the Prediction row.
4. Make observations of color, odor and dry texture in first 3 rows.
5. Add 5 drops of water to sample left in cup.
6. Stir until mixed.
7. Make observations of wet texture in next row.
8. Wipe plate off into the trash.
9. Repeat steps for next 3 samples. Don’t forget about the boxes in the bottom row of the table!

Name:

Observations Sample A 
(Suspect #1)

 Sample B 
(Suspect #2)

Sample C 
(Suspect #3)

Sample D
(Suspect #4) Evidence

Color

Odor

Texture When 
Dry

Texture When 
Wet

Prediction of 
Soil Type

Identification 
of Soil Type
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Directions:
1. Write suspect names in the correct boxes.  
2. Determine if the evidence is unique or class and mark the correct box with a √.
3. Place an X in the box for each suspect who matches the evidence. 

Name:

Suspect #1 Suspect #2 Suspect #3 Suspect #4

Soil Type

Evidence
Matches

Unique

Class

Wrap-Up: Evidence Summary: Soil




