Getting the Dirt on Dirt

Details of the Activity:

We conducted two experiments with dirt to find out what it is made of and its importance for growing plants.
Part 1 :We put three types of dirt (compost, dirt from the forest floor, and sand) in separate jars with water, shook the jars, and then let them settle. We observed how the different components of the dirt separated

out into layers. We took note of the relative thickness of each layer, and recorded what we saw. The kids also looked at the 3 types of dirt under the microscope and recorded what they saw.
Part 2:Using their observations from Part 1, the kids made hypotheses about which type of dirt would grow the largest plant. Each kid received a bean in one of the 3 types of dirt. Over the next couple of months, they will record how much each plant grows, referring back to their hypotheses to see if their predictions were correct.

Throughout the visit, we talked about how dirt is endangered in the world. I used an apple to demonstrate how much dirt is available for agriculture on earth (about 12% of the earth's surface). We also talked about dirt as a habitat for different animals, as a water filter and cleanser, and as a medium to grow crops. We discussed nutrients in soil (i.e., where they come from, why they're necessary) so that the kids had a basis upon which they could make their hypotheses.
	Description of Experiment
	

	Title of Experiment
	The Dirt on Dirt

	Learning Objectives
	· to find out what makes up dirt

· to examine differences between different types of dirt with regard to nutrients, physical composition, texture, etc..

	Materials
	· 3 jars

· 3 types of dirt

· microscopes and petri dishes

	Diagram of Set-up
	3 jars with dirt 

layers separated out 

with water

             Compost                     Dirt                        Sand
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	How to Perform the Experiment
	See “The Dirt on Dirt” booklet

	Reference:
	Super Soil Science Sleuths (US Dept of Agriculture) http://www.florence.ars.usda.gov/kidsonly/element/pg2.htm
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