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The Size of Sand, Silt and Clay 

 
Name particle diameter  

 
Very coarse sand 2.0 to 1.0 millimeters  
Coarse sand 1.0 to 0.5 millimeters 
Medium sand 0.5 to .25 millimeters 
Fine sand 0.25 to 0.10 millimeters 
Very fine sand 0.10 to 0.05 millimeters 

Silt 0.05 to 0.002 millimeters 

Clay  below 0.002 millimeters 

 
 

 
Soil Texture Triangle 
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The soil texture triangle gives names associated with various combinations 
of sand, silt and clay.  A coarse-textured or sandy soil is one comprised 
primarily of sand-sized particles.  A fine-textured or clayey soil is one 
dominated by tiny clay particles.  Due to the strong physical properties of 
clay, a soil with only 20% clay particles behaves as sticky, gummy clayey 
soil.  The term loam refers to a soil with a combination of sand, silt, and 
clay sized particles.  For example, a soil with 30% clay, 50% sand, and 20% 
silt is called a sandy clay loam. 
 

 
Identifying texture by feel 

 
Feel test – Rub some moist soil between fingers 

 
• Sand feels gritty  
• Silt feels smooth 
• Clays feel sticky 

 
 
Ball squeeze test – Squeeze a moistened ball of soil in the hand 
 

• Coarse textures (sand or sandy loam) soils break with slight 
pressure 

• Sandy loams and silt loams stay together but change shape easily  
• Fine textured (clayey or clayey loam) soils resist breaking 

 
 
Ribbon test – Squeeze a moistened ball of soil out between thumb and 

fingers 
 

• Sandy or sandy soils won’t ribbon 
• Loam, silt, silty clay loam or clay loam soil ribbons less than 1 inch 
• Sandy clay loam, silty clay loam or clay loam ribbons 1 to 2 inches 
• Sandy clay, silty clay, or clay soil ribbons more than 2 inches 

 
 
Note: A soil with as little as 20% clay may behave as a heavy clayey soil.  
A soil needs 45% to over 60% sand to behave as a sandy soil. 
 
 

 
 





 

adapted with permission; originally published in Thien, Steve, "A flow diagram for teaching texture-by-feel analysis," Journal of 
Agronomic Education, 1979, vol. 8, pp. 54-55. 
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