
SOIL EROSION LAB OVERVIEW 

*  QUESTION:  What is soil? 
    ANSWER:   Soil is made up of small pieces of broken rock and decaying plants (called organic  
  matter). 
 
*  QUESTION:  Where does soil come from? 
    ANSWER:   The small rock-like particles that make up soil come from larger rocks.  Over time, rain  
  rain and other weather events cause small particles to break loose from the larger rocks.   
  These particles combine with decaying plant parts (organic matter) to form soil. 
 

*  QUESTION:  Why is soil important? 

    ANSWER:   Soil is where plants grow and plants provide us with food, the cotton in our clothes and  

  the wood used in our houses…what would life be like without soil? 

 

*  QUESTION:  What is soil erosion? 

    ANSWER:   Erosion is the movement of soil by wind, water or ice (glaciers). 

 

*  QUESTION:  What are some examples of soil erosion? 

    ANSWER:   The sand dunes northeast of town were formed by wind erosion of sand from the lake  

  basin.  The Grand Canyon was formed through millions of years of water erosion.   

  Blitzen Canyon on Steens Mountain was formed by a combination water and glacial  

  erosion. 

 

*  QUESTION:  Why should we care about soil erosion? 

    ANSWER:   Only about 3% of the surface of the Earth is suitable for growing crops and raising food  

  (go through attached lab exercise with an apple).  Erosion can cause loss of the limited  

  soils we have for crop production.  In an extreme example, in 1982, a wind storm in  

  Oklahoma blew away over 100 million tons of valuable soil. 

 

*  QUESTION:  What are some things we can do to help control erosion? 

    ANSWER:   Students will help answer this question by using a controlled experiment to see if  

  planting vegetation on a simulated hillside will help reduce soil erosion during simulated 

  rainfall. 

 

  Experimental procedures: 

   1) Students divide into 2 group 

   2) Each group builds a “mountain” with 2 coffee cans of soil inside of a large  

   plastic storage container. 

   3)  One of the groups plants their hillside with grass plants and the other is left  

   bare. 



   4)  Each group makes a hypothesis (testable guess) about which hillside would  

   lose the most soil in a rain event. 

   5)  Each group simulates a rainfall event using a soda can with holes in the  

   bottom.  Two cans of water are applied to each hillside.  

 

   6)  Each group measures the amount of rainfall that runs off their hillside by  

   collecting the runoff water with a turkey baster and emptying it into a   

   measuring cylinder. 

   

   7)  The hillside without plants should have much higher runoff.  The instructor  

   points out to students that the runoff water is cloudy, indicating that it contains  

   soil.  So the more runoff, the higher the soil lose. 

   

   8)  Students are asked to use the experiment to form an opinion about the value 

   of plants in preventing soil erosion on hillsides.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 



 
 

 


