
Appendix A:  Glossary of Soil Science Terms for Soil Evaluators 

Ablation till. Loose, permeable till deposited during the final down-wasting of glacial 
ice. Lenses of crudely sorted sand and gravel are common. 

Aggregate. Many fine particles held in a single mass or cluster. Natural soil aggregates, 
such as granules, blocks, or prisms, are called peds. Clods are aggregates produced by 
tillage or logging. 

Alluvium. Material, such as sand, silt, or clay, deposited on land by streams. 

Basal till. Compact glacial till deposited beneath the ice (Lodgement Till is preferred). 

Bedrock. The solid rock that underlies the soil and other unconsolidated material or that 
is exposed at the surface. 

Boulders. Rock fragments larger than 2 feet (60 centimeters) in diameter. 

Clay particles. As a soil separate, the mineral soil particles less than 0.002 millimeters 
in diameter.  

Clay soil. As a soil textural class, soil material that is 40 percent or more clay, less than 
45 percent sand, and less than 40 percent silt. 

Coarse fragments. If round, mineral or rock particles 2 millimeters to 25 centimeters 
(10 inches) in diameter; if flat, mineral or rock particles (flagstone) 15 to 38 centimeters 
(6 to 15 inches) long. 

Cobblestone (or cobble). A rounded or partly rounded fragment of rock 3 to 10 inches 
(7.5 to 25 centimeters) in diameter. 

Colluvium. Soil material, rock fragments, or both moved by creep, slide, or local wash 
and deposited at the base of steep slopes. 

Consistence. The feel of the soil and the ease with which a lump can be crushed by 
the fingers. Terms commonly used to describe consistence are; 

Loose: Noncoherent when dry or moist; does not hold together in a mass. 

Friable: When moist, crushes easily under gentle pressure between thumb and 
forefinger and can be pressed together into a lump. 

Firm: When moist, crushes under moderate pressure between thumb and 
forefinger, but resistance is distinctly noticeable. 



Plastic: When wet, readily deformed by moderate pressure but can be pressed 
into a lump; will form a ""wire'' when rolled between thumb and forefinger. 

Sticky: When wet, adheres to other material and tends to stretch somewhat and 
pull apart rather than to pull free from other material. 

Hard: When dry, moderately resistant to pressure; can be broken with difficulty 
between thumb and forefinger. 

Soft: When dry, breaks into powder or individual grains under very slight 
pressure. 

Cemented: Hard; little affected by moistening. 

Drumlin. A low, smooth, elongated oval hill, mound, or ridge of compact glacial till. The 
longer axis is parallel to the path of the glacier and commonly has a blunt nose pointing 
in the direction from which the ice approached. 

Eolian soil material. Soil material accumulated through wind action; commonly refers 
to sandy material in dunes or to loess in blankets on the surface. 

Glacial outwash. Gravel, sand, and silt, commonly stratified, deposited by glacial 
meltwater. 

Glacial till. Unsorted, nonstratified glacial deposits consisting of clay, silt, sand, and 
boulders transported and deposited by glacial ice. 

Glacial fluvial deposits. Material moved by glaciers and subsequently sorted and 
deposited by streams flowing from the melting ice. The deposits are stratified and occur 
as kames, eskers, deltas, and outwash plains. 

Glacial lacustrine deposits. Material ranging from fine clay to sand derived from 
glaciers and deposited in glacial lakes mainly by glacial meltwater. Many deposits are 
interbedded or laminated. 

Hardpan. A hardened or cemented soil horizon, or layer. The soil material is sandy, 
loamy, or clayey and is cemented by iron oxide, silica, calcium carbonate, or other 
substance. 

Impervious soil. A soil through which water, air, or roots penetrate slowly or not at all. 
No soil is absolutely impervious to air and water all the time. 

Kame. An irregular, short ridge or hill of stratified glacial drift. 

Loess. Fine grained material, dominantly of silt-sized particles, deposited by wind. 
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Mineral soil. Soil that is mainly mineral material and low in organic material. Its bulk 
density is more than that of organic soil. 

Moraine (geology). An accumulation of earth, stones, and other debris deposited by a 
glacier. Some types are terminal, lateral, medial, and ground. 

Munsell notation. A designation of color by degrees of three simple variables; hue, 
value, and chroma. For example, a notation of 10YR 6/4 has a hue of 10YR (yellow-
red), value of 6, and chroma of 4. 

Organic matter. Plant and animal residue in the soil in various stages of 
decomposition. 

Outwash, glacial. Stratified sand and gravel produced by glaciers and carried, sorted, 
and deposited by glacial meltwater. 

Outwash plain. A landform of mainly sandy or coarse textured material of glaciofluvial 
origin. An outwash plain is commonly smooth; where pitted, it is generally low in relief. 

Parent material. The unconsolidated organic and mineral material in which soil forms. 

Ped. An individual natural soil aggregate, such as a granule, a prism, or a block. 

Percolation. The downward movement of water through the soil. 

Permeability. The quality of the soil that enables water to move downward through the 
profile. Permeability is measured as the number of inches per hour that water moves 
downward through the saturated soil.  

Ponding. Standing water on soils in closed depressions. Unless the soils are artificially 
drained, the water can be removed only by percolation or evapotranspiration. 

Redoximorphic features. Irregular spots of different colors that vary in number and 
size. Redox features indicates poor aeration and impeded drainage, and areas of 
fluctuating water levels. 

Sand particles. As a soil separate, individual rock or mineral fragments from 0.05 
millimeter to 2.0 millimeters in diameter. Most sand grains consist of quartz.  

Sand as a soil textural class. A soil that is 85 percent or more sand and not more than 
10 percent clay. 

Saprolite. Unconsolidated residual material underlying the soil and grading to hard 
bedrock below. 



Silt particles. Individual mineral particles that range in diameter from the upper limit of 
clay (0.002 millimeter) to the lower limit of very fine sand (0.05 millimeter).  

Silt as a soil textural class. Soil that is 80 percent or more silt and less than 12 
percent clay. 

Soil. A natural, three-dimensional body at the earth's surface which supports life (plant, 
animal or microbial). Soil has properties resulting from the integrated effect of climate 
and living matter acting on mineral parent material, as conditioned by relief over periods 
of time. 

Soil horizon. A layer of soil, approximately parallel to the surface, having distinct 
characteristics produced by soil-forming processes. In the identification of soil horizons, 
an uppercase letter represents the major horizons. Numbers or lowercase letters that 
follow represent subdivisions of the major horizons. The major horizons are as follows: 

A horizon. The mineral horizon at or near the surface in which an accumulation 
of humified organic matter is mixed with the mineral material. Also, any plowed or 
disturbed surface layer. 

E horizon. The mineral horizon in which the main feature is loss of silicate clay, 
iron, aluminum, or some combination of these. 

B horizon. The mineral horizon below an O, A, or E horizon. The B horizon is in 
part a layer of transition from the overlying horizon to the underlying C horizon. 
The B horizon also has distinctive characteristics, such as (1) accumulation of 
clay, sesquioxides, humus, or a combination of these; (2) granular, prismatic, or 
blocky structure; (3) redder or browner colors than those in the A horizon; or (4) a 
combination of these. 

C horizon. The mineral horizon or layer, excluding indurated bedrock, that is little 
affected by soil-forming processes and does not have the properties typical of the 
overlying horizon. The material of a C horizon may be either like or unlike that in 
which the solum formed. If the material is known to differ from that in the solum, 
an Arabic numeral, commonly a 2, precedes the letter C. 

R layer. Hard, consolidated bedrock beneath the soil. The bedrock commonly 
underlies a C horizon but can be directly below an A or a B horizon. 

Soil Morphology. The physical makeup of the soil, including the texture, structure, 
porosity, consistence, color, and other physical, mineral, and biological properties of the 
various horizons, and the thickness and arrangement of those horizons in the soil 
profile. 

Soil Profile. A vertical section of the soil extending through all its horizons and into the 
parent material. 



Soil structure. The arrangement of primary soil particles into compound particles or 
aggregates. The principal forms of soil structure are; 

platy (laminated), prismatic (vertical axis of aggregates longer than horizontal), 
columnar (prisms with rounded tops), blocky (angular or subangular), and 
granular. 

Structureless soils are either single grained (each grain by itself, as in dune 
sand) or massive (the particles adhering without any re-gular cleavage, as in 
many hardpans). 

Stones. Rock fragments 10 to 24 inches (25 to 60 centimeters) in diameter.  

Subsoil. Technically, the B horizon; roughly, the part of the soil below the A or Ap 
horizon. 

Subsurface layer. Any surface soil horizon (A, E, AB, or EB) below the surface layer.  

Surface layer. The soil ordinarily moved in tillage, or its equivalent in uncultivated soil, 
ranging in depth from about 4 to 10 inches (10 to 25 centimeters). Frequently 
designated as the ""plow layer,'' or the ""Ap horizon.'' 

Surface soil. The A, E, AB, and EB horizons. It includes all subdivisions of these 
horizons. 

Terminal moraine. A belt of thick glacial drift that generally marks the termination of 
important glacial advances. 

Terrace (geologic). An old alluvial plain, ordinarily flat or undulating, bordering a river, 
a lake, or the sea. 

Soil Texture. The relative proportions of sand, silt, and clay particles in a mass of soil. 
The basic textural classes, in order of increasing proportion of fine particles, are; sand, 
loamy sand, sandy loam, loam, silt loam, silt, sandy clay loam, clay loam, silty clay 
loam, sandy clay, silty clay, and clay. The sand, loamy sand, and sandy loam classes 
may be further divided by specifying ""coarse,'' ""fine,'' or ""very fine.'' 

Till plain. An extensive flat to undulating area underlain by glacial till. 

Toe slope. The outermost inclined surface at the base of a hill; part of a foot slope. 

Topsoil. The upper part of the soil (A or Ap Horizon), which is the most favorable 
material for plant growth. It is ordinarily rich in organic matter. 

Variegation. Refers to patterns of contrasting colors assumed to be inherited from the 
parent material rather than to be the result of poor drainage. 



Varve. A sedimentary layer of a lamina or sequence of laminae deposited in a body of 
still water within a year. Specifically, a thin pair of graded glaciolacustrine layers 
seasonally deposited, usually by meltwater streams, in a glacial lake or other body of 
still water in front of a glacier. 

Weathering. All physical and chemical changes produced in rocks or other deposits at 
or near the earth's surface by atmospheric agents. These changes result in 
disintegration and decomposition of the material. 

 


