
Dirt is what gets on our clothes or under our fingernails. 
Something to wash off, to get rid of. At a glance, dirt and  
soil may look the same, but there is a big difference.

     So, what on Earth is soil?  
It is a complex mix of ingredients:  
minerals, air, water, and organic 
matter—countless organisms and 

the decaying remains of once- 
living things.  Soil is made of life.  
Soil makes life. And soil is life.

 

SOIL: UP CLOSE AND PERSONAL   Soil means different things depending on who you are. 

Soil is not dirt

�Soil is at the base of 
everything we do: our 
food, our clothes, even 
fuel for our cars. It’s my 
job to use the soil in a 
sustainable way to pro-
vide all these things.

FARMER 
It's where healthy crops grow.

Soils are the backbone 
of the world we live in.  
They range in strength 
from being able to sup-
port a skyscraper to not 
being able to support 
your own weight.

We teach about soil as 
the foundation of life, 
vital for food produc-
tion and a healthy  
environment.

ENGINEER
It’s a foundation to build on.

TEACHER 
It's a playground and science lab all in one.

THE SKIN OF  
THE EARTH 
Soil is the thin outermost layer  
of Earth’s crust.  Like our own skin,  
we can’t live without soil.  Why? 

•   �Most of our food comes directly or  
indirectly from plants anchored in,  
and nourished by, soil. 

•   �Part of the oxygen we breathe is  
produced by plants living in soil.

•   �Much of the water we drink and use every 
day soaked into, and was filtered by, soil. 

•   �And nearly everything we build is built on 
soil, and often with it.

    �Like our skin, it is easy to  
take soil for granted— 
and to damage it.

In our solar system,  
Earth is a unique planet.  
It has vast oceans,  
abundant life, and a 
breathable atmosphere. 

And, it has soil! 

Earth's radius 
is approximately 

6,367,050 meters (20,889,272 feet)

Approximately 
0.91 – 1.83 meters  
(3 – 6 feet)

We want to keep and protect 
soil.  Dirt is something we 
want to get rid of.
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Some of the first written 
words were recorded on 
clay tablets, such as this 
ancient Egyptian one.   

We can even make links 
between proper names and  
the soil:  “Adam” comes from 
the Hebrew word adama, 
which means soil, or earth.

People have used soil to build their houses 
for generations. Native Americans in the 
American Southwest dried the desert  
soil into adobe bricks.  

Settlers on the Midwestern prairies cut 
sod into bricks to build their homes.

People of the Navajo Nation built earthen 
houses called hogans.

For thousands of years,  
people have shaped clay  
into urns and other ves-
sels. Some, like this 
ancient Greek urn, were 
elaborately decorated with 
paints, sometimes made 
from soil.

ECOLOGIST
It supports the web of life.

RESEARCHER
It expands our knowledge of the world.

SOIL SCIENTIST 
It's all of these things....the whole of life depends on soil!

Soil was so important to early  
civilizations that people worshiped 
soil gods and goddesses. Geb, 
here, was the Egyptian god of the 
Earth, always shown having a 
green, leaf-covered body. 

Soil connects all life 
and all ecosystems. 
Even in the harshest 
ecosystems, the soil is 
a refuge for life.

Understanding  
soils through  
research is vital  
for our planet.

�Soil has supported life 
since the beginning of 
time. There's no greater 
calling than studying 
the key of life...Soil!

SOIL: WE,RE ROOTED IN IT 
Did you know that “earth” and “soil” are some 
of the earliest words ever written?  These 
words tell us a lot about the importance of soil 
to people.  The Romans called Earth solium, 
from which we get the English word “soil.”  To 
the Greeks, soil, or Earth, was pedon, which is 
why we call some soil scientists “pedologists.” 


