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Sediment science: 
Muddy tales of the past

Stories in sediment

Fine material like sand and pollen contains 
signals from the environment where it 

comes from. As it collects on the ground it 
forms sediment. Earth scientists drill into 

muddy places to collect a sediment  
core sample. 

In the lab, we read each 
layer of sediment like 

a book from the oldest 
mud at the bottom to the 
newest at the top of the 

core, just like a story from 
start to end to learn about 

the past environments.

Photo:  
Dr. Jemma Finch 



You will need: 
   Glass or clear 

plast ic jars with l ids
   Mud or soil  from a few d ifferent places
   Water

   A notebook,  ruler 
and pen

Shake it up with sediment!

What’s Happening Here? 

Add water. Fill all the 

jars to the same level. 
2 Close the lids and shake well. Mark the 

jars and let them stand for 24 hours.
3

NEXT DAY:  
Look at the 

layers that 

formed in each of 

the jars. Compare 

the different 

samples to each 

other. Can you 

see different 

layers? Does 

the thickness of 

each layer differ 

between your 

samples? 

4

Do an experiment 
to see what’s in the 

sediment at your 
school or home.

Add the mud or soil 

samples to the jars. 
1

After 24 hours your samples will settle into layers 
of clay, silt and sand. The thickness of each of 
the layers in your samples will give you an idea of 
what type of sediment you have.

Earth scientists use different methods, much like 
the experiment you just did, to learn about sediment 
and what the environment looked like in the past. 

What does the size of sediment grains tell us? 
Large grains like sand or gravel are heavy and 
probably washed in with water, telling scientists 
something about the rainfall at the time.
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curriculum  
links

   Life Science Gr 10-12   Diversity, change and 
continuity: History of life  
on Earth; 
Environmental studies: 
Biosphere to ecosystems

   Natural Science Gr 7-9    The Earth as a system: The rock cycle; Atmosphere

Palaeo scientists (palaeo = past) can build 
up pictures of what a place looked like a long 
time ago to see how it changed over time. 

This is important to help us prepare for the 
climate change challenges that we are facing 
now. 

Darryl Dreyer 
is an Environmental 
Educator at the 
West Coast Fossil 
Park. Darryl helps 
visitors to the park 
understand what 
fossils are, how they 
formed and what we can learn from 
them. “When we understand how we 
are all connected to our surroundings 
it gives us a more caring attitude 
towards one another and the 
environment.” 

Preparing for the future by looking at the past
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COMPETITION ALERT!
Do you want to start a science club at your school? Send us the 
following information, and Science Spaza will contact you.

School:  ��������������������������������������������������������

Name:  ���������������������������������������������������������

Telephone number:  ����������������������������������������������

Email address:  ��������������������������������������������������

Physical address:  ������������������������������������������������

���������������������������������������������������������������

Visit www.sciencespaza.org, email info@sciencespaza.org, SMS or WhatsApp us 
on 076 173 7130 or write to us at PO Box 22106, Mayor’s Walk, 3208. 

Start your own Science Spaza

Science Spaza is an initiative of research communication specialists Jive Media Africa in partnership with the 
Yazi Centre for Science and Society in Africa, a registered Non-Profit Company and Public Benefit Organisation. 
This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International 

License. To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/.

Send us photos of your 
sediment experiment and your 

thoughts on how environments 
around you have changed 

through time. WhatsApp us your 
answers on 076 173 7130 and 
stand a chance to win cool 

prizes!*

Places change over time.  

Can you spot the differences 

between the two pictures? 

Answers: 1. Tractor and farmland; 2. Fewer trees; 3. Fewer birds in the air and trees; 4. Water birds moved away; 5. Less water and more mud; 6. New type of plants near farm land and at the water

SPOT THE DIFFERENCES
1000 YEARS AGO

2022

Think about it. 
Have a group discussion 
about what you think  
caused the changes in  

the picture.

This worksheet represents a collective effort put together 
by the participants of the Train-ME2 connect 2021 
summerschool. Train-ME2 connect  is a training initiative born 
out of the German-South African project "Tracing Human and 
Climate impacts in South Africa" (TRACES), an international 
and interdisciplinary collaboration of researchers funded 
under the "Science Partnerships for the Adaptation to 
Complex Earth System Processes" (SPACES II) program of the 
German Federal Ministry of Education and Research (BMBF).

* top 5 entries will be 
chosen to win a prize


