
Populations and Ecosystems

Good Trash
How does crop residue, otherwise known as “trash,” help save soil moisture 
and reduce erosion? An experiment using a fan and soybean seeds with 
and without residue. 

What’s the Word?
crop residue, erosion, moisture, nutrients

What’s the Mystery?
Not all trash is bad. For plants, trash is what farmers call the 
bits of other plants, leaves, twigs and stems that help soil 
retain moisture and nutrients. See how with this experiment. 

What You Need
Two large plates
Soil (enough to cover both plates)
Soybean seeds
Handful of leaves/mulch/grass
Newspaper
Small fan

What to Do
1.   Place the plates near one another on top of the newspaper to catch any loose soil.

2.  Spread half the soil onto one plate about 1 inch deep. Plant several soybean seeds, covering 
lightly with soil. 

3.  Mix the remaining soil with the leaves/mulch/grass. Spread it onto the other plate and plant 
several soybean seeds in it. 

4. Lightly water all the seeds one time.

5. Set up fan to blow across both plates. 

Note: Be sure to spread out the newspaper to catch any blown soil. 

What’s Going On?
Plants need more than just dirt to grow. As the air from the fan blows across the soil, it pulls out 
the moisture, causing the soil to dry out faster. But soil containing “trash” — like the leaves and 
stuff you mixed in — holds moisture better. Plus, the extra material helps keep the soil in place to 
slow erosion from wind and rain. 

What to Talk About
How did adding trash to the soil affect the seeds?

Where does plant trash come from on farms?

Where else can we find plant trash?
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of others. When the information herein calls for experiments or cooking you agree to use only with adult supervision. The information herein is provided on an as is basis and without 
warranty of any kind. Under no circumstances shall we be liable for damages of any kind.
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Does It Hold Water?
Different types of soil have different capacities for retaining rainwater. 
This experiment tests soil for its water-retaining ability. 

What’s the Word?
loam, saturated

What’s the Mystery?
You’re interested in buying some farmland in the next county. One plot is sandy, one is rich loam, 
and one is clay. You’ve heard rumors that some of the soil in that area will not hold the rain and 
there will be flooding problems. Your challenge is to aid the 
decision-making process by testing different samples of soil to 
see how much water the soil will absorb.

What You Need
3 soil samples: sand, potting soil, and clay
Water
3 measuring cups
Funnel
Filter paper

What to Do
1. Divide into small groups.

2.  First test each type of soil in its dry state by measuring 
the same amount of each soil, in turn, into a funnel lined 
with filter paper, and then pouring a measured amount of 
water through it. Use the same amount of water for each 
type of soil. The water that drains through each type of 
soil should be collected in another measuring cup and the 
amount recorded.

3.  Repeat the test using the same types of soil in their saturated states.

Activities
Discuss which soil held the most water when dry and which saturated soil held the most water. 
Which type of soil would be most likely to cause flooding problems? What characteristics 
determine how much water soil can hold?

Everyone write a lab report describing the soil tests, including an explanation of how soybean 
farmers could use such tests.
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