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Understanding Soil Properties: A
Detailed Information to Clay, Sand, and

More

Thecivilstudies.com
Soil forms the foundation of any successful project, whether in construction, agriculture,
gardening or landscaping. Understanding soil properties is critical to optimizing plant
growth, ensuring construction strength, maintaining healthy ecosystems and promoting
sustainable land management. This guide explores the characteristics of different types
of soil, such as clay and sand, detailing their unique properties, benefits, and
challenges.
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Key Soil Properties or Numenclature
Before exploring soil types, it's crucial to understand the basic properties and
terminology. We've simplified the essential nomenclature below

1. Texture:refers to the relative proportions of sand, silt, and clay particles in
the soil.

2. Structure: Describes how soil particles are grouped together to form
aggregates.

3. Porosity: Indicates the amount of pore space in the soil, affecting air and
water movement.

4. Permeability: measures the soil's ability to transmit water and air.
5. Water holding Capacity: refers to the soil's ability to retain water for use

by plants.
6. Nutrient Content: The availability of essential nutrients like nitrogen,

phosphorus, and potassium.
7. pH Level: Indicates the acidity oractivity. alkalinity of the soil, which

affects nutrient availability and microbial activity.

You can Also read!

★History Of Soil Engineering
★Understanding Soil Formation: From Rocks To Rich Terrain

Types of Soil
Soils can be broadly categorized into various types based on their particle
size and composition. The main soil types include:

Clay Soil
Sandy Soil

For more interesting topics, please visit TheCivilStudies.com
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Silty Soil
Loamy Soil
Peaty Soil
Chalky Soil

The specialized soil types are👍
Cobbles and Gravel
Gumno
Humus
Marl
Caliche
Bentonite
Varved Clays
Cumulose Soil

Why They Are Specialized👍
They have unique characteristics, like bentonite's ability to swell and
caliche's hard cementation.
They form in specific environments, such as wetlands for cumulose soils
and glacial areas for varved clays.
They are used for specialized purposes beyond typical plant growth, like
gravel for construction and marl for adjusting soil pH.
They need special handling, such as breaking up caliche or adding
bentonite, to improve water retention.

For more interesting topics, please visit TheCivilStudies.com
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Let's explore each category one by one👍
1. Clay Soil

Clay soil is composed of very fine mineral particles and has minimal organic matter. It
feels sticky when wet and hard when dry.

What are the properties of clay soil??

● Texture: Sticky and smooth when wet; hard and compact when dry.
● Water Retention: High, leading to poor drainage.
● Nutrient Content: High, retaining nutrients well.
● Compaction: Easily compacted, making it difficult for roots to penetrate.

2. Sandy Soil

For more interesting topics, please visit TheCivilStudies.com
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Sandy soil consists of large particles that are coarse to the touch. It has low organic
matter and does not hold water well.

What are the Properties of Sandy Soil?

● Texture: Gritty and loose.
● Water Retention: Low, drains quickly.
● Nutrient Content: Low, nutrients leach away easily.
● Workability: Easy to cultivate and warms up quickly in spring.

3. Silty Soil

Silty soil is composed of medium-sized particles. It feels smooth and soapy to the touch,
and it holds moisture better than sandy soil.

What are the properties of silty soil?

● Texture: Smooth and silky.
● Water Retention: Moderate, better than sandy soil.
● Nutrient Content: Fertile and nutrient-rich.
● Compaction: Prone to compaction, which can reduce aeration and root growth.

4. Loamy Soil

Loamy soil is a balanced mixture of sand, silt, and clay. It is considered the ideal soil for
most plants due to its perfect balance of properties.

What are the properties of Loamy soil?

● Texture: Friable and crumbly.
● Water Retention: Optimal, retains moisture while providing good drainage.
● Nutrient Content: High fertility and nutrient-holding capacity.
● Workability: Easy to work with, supports a wide variety of plants.

For more interesting topics, please visit TheCivilStudies.com
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5. Peaty Soil

Peaty soil contains a high amount of organic matter, particularly partially decomposed
plant material. It is dark, moist, and spongy.

What are the properties of Peaty Soil?

● Texture: Dark, spongy, and moist.
● Water Retention: High, excellent moisture retention.
● Nutrient Content: High in organic matter.
● pH Level: Typically acidic, which may require adjustment for certain plants.

6. Chalky Soil

Chalky soil is alkaline and often stony, composed largely of calcium carbonate or lime. It
can be light or heavy but drains well.

What are the properties of Chalky Soil

● Texture: Variable, often stony.
● Water Retention: Low to moderate, good drainage.
● Nutrient Content: Can cause nutrient lock-up due to high pH.
● pH Level: Alkaline, affecting nutrient availability.

The specialized soil types are👍
1. Cobbles and Gravel

Cobbles and gravel are coarse fragments found in soil, consisting of rock particles
larger than sand.

What are the properties of Cobbles and Gravel?

● Texture: Coarse and rocky.
● Water Retention: Very low, excellent drainage.

For more interesting topics, please visit TheCivilStudies.com

http://thecivilstudies.com
http://thecivilstudies.com


Empower Your Journey: Navigate Knowledge with TheCivilStudies.com 7

● Nutrient Content: Typically low as they contain little organic matter.
● Workability: Challenging to work with due to their coarse nature.

2. Gumno

Gumno (or gumnasium) refers to a term used in some regions to describe a type of soil
or land area, but it's not widely recognized in soil science.

What are the properties of Gumno?

● Texture: May vary depending on regional usage.
● Water Retention: Variable.
● Nutrient Content: Variable.
● Usage: Specific details depend on regional context.

3. Humus

Humus is the organic component of soil, formed by the decomposition of leaves, plant
material, and other organic matter.

What are the properties of Humus?

● Texture: Spongy and dark.
● Water Retention: High, excellent moisture retention.
● Nutrient Content: Extremely high, rich in essential nutrients.
● Soil Health: Improves soil structure, fertility, and microbial activity.

4. Marl

Marl is a calcium carbonate or lime-rich mud or mudstone that contains variable
amounts of clay and silt.

What are the properties of Marl?

● Texture: Fine-grained and often powdery.

For more interesting topics, please visit TheCivilStudies.com
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● Water Retention: Moderate.
● Nutrient Content: High in calcium and magnesium.
● pH Level: Typically alkaline, affecting nutrient availability.

5. Caliche

Caliche is a hardened natural cement of calcium carbonate that binds other materials
such as gravel, sand, clay, and silt.

What are the properties of Caliche?

● Texture: Hard and compact.
● Water Retention: Low, poor drainage.
● Nutrient Content: Often nutrient-poor due to its hardness.
● pH Level: Alkaline, which can cause nutrient lock-up.

6. Bentonite

Bentonite is an absorbent clay formed from volcanic ash and is highly plastic.

What are the properties of Bentonite?

● Texture: Very fine and expansive.
● Water Retention: High, excellent water absorption and swelling.
● Nutrient Content: Moderate, often used to improve soil structure.
● Uses: Commonly used as a soil amendment to improve water retention.

7. Varved Clays

Definition: Varved clays are sediments that show visible layers, or varves, typically
formed in glacial environments.

What are the properties of Varved Clays?

● Texture: Fine-grained with distinct layering.

For more interesting topics, please visit TheCivilStudies.com
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● Water Retention: High.
● Nutrient Content: Variable, depending on the organic material.
● Formation: Indicates seasonal changes in sediment deposition.

8. Cumulose Soil

Cumulose soil is composed largely of organic material that has accumulated in a
relatively undecomposed state, often found in wetlands.

What are the properties of Cumulose Soil?

● Texture: Spongy and fibrous.
● Water Retention: High, excellent moisture retention.
● Nutrient Content: High in organic matter but may be acidic.
● pH Level: Often acidic due to high organic content.

What soil properties are influenced by microorganism
activity?
Microorganisms play a key role in shaping various soil properties. One of the primary
effects of microbial activity is to increase soil fertility. Microorganisms break down
organic matter, releasing essential nutrients such as nitrogen, phosphorus, and
potassium into the soil, making them available to plants. They also contribute to the
formation of humus, improving soil structure and increasing water holding capacity.
Additionally, microorganisms help in the decomposition of organic pollutants, thus
contributing to soil health and quality. Soil pH can also be affected by microbial
processes, such as nitrification and sulfur oxidation, which can make soil acidic or
alkaline. Overall, the activity of soil microorganisms is important for maintaining soil
health, fertility, and structure, supporting sustainable plant growth and ecosystem
balance.

Soil Properties Worksheet

Property Definition Categories/Types Activity

For more interesting topics, please visit TheCivilStudies.com
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Soil
Texture

The proportion of sand,
silt, and clay particles in

soil.

Sandy, Silty,
Clayey, Loamy

Collect a soil sample, rub it between
your fingers, and determine the
texture using the feel method.

Soil
Structure

The arrangement of soil
particles into aggregates.

Granular, Blocky,
Prismatic, Platy

Observe a soil sample under a
magnifying glass and identify the

structure type based on the shapes and
sizes of aggregates.

Soil pH A measure of the acidity
or alkalinity of soil.

Range: 0 (very
acidic) to 14 (very

alkaline)

Use pH test strips or a pH meter to
measure the pH of a soil sample.

Soil Color Indicates organic matter
content, drainage

conditions, and mineral
composition.

- Compare soil color to a Munsell soil
color chart. Record the color and its

implications.

Soil
Organic
Matter

Decomposed plant and
animal residues in soil.

- Measure organic matter content using
the loss-on-ignition method (heating

soil to burn off organic matter).

Soil
Moisture

The amount of water
present in soil.

- Weigh a soil sample before and after
drying in an oven. Calculate the

moisture content.

Soil
Porosity

The volume of pores or
spaces in soil.

- Calculate porosity using the formula:
Porosity=(Volume of poresTotal soil
volume)×100\text{Porosity} = \left(

\frac{\text{Volume of
pores}}{\text{Total soil volume}}

\right) \times 100Porosity=(Total soil
volumeVolume of pores​)×100

For more interesting topics, please visit TheCivilStudies.com
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Soil Bulk
Density

The mass of soil per unit
volume, including the

pore spaces.

- Measure bulk density by weighing a
known volume of soil.

Cation
Exchange
Capacity
(CEC)

The soil’s ability to hold
and exchange cations
(positively charged

ions).

- Determine CEC through a laboratory
soil test.

Microbial
Activity

The influence of
microorganisms like
bacteria, fungi, and

actinomycetes on soil
properties.

- Set up a decomposition experiment
with organic material (e.g., leaves)

and observe changes over time.

Soil
Respiratio

n

A measure of microbial
activity through CO2

production.

- Use a soil respiration kit or CO2
sensor to measure CO2 release from
soil samples over a specific period.

Pathogen
Suppressio

n

Beneficial microbes
suppress harmful
pathogens in soil.

- Conduct a bioassay to observe the
suppression of plant pathogens by

beneficial microbes.
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