
Heritage How To Guides 

How to Dig an Archaeological Test Pit 

An archaeological test pit is a small 1m by 1m trench dug in a series of 
thin layers to a depth of about 1m. The archaeological materials collected 

from these layers tells us something about how the site has been used in 

the past. Test pits can be dug quickly and easily using everyday garden 
tools, and their small size makes them ideal for investigating built-up 

areas such as village centres. Digging groups of test pits allows us to say 
something about the way in which settlement patterns may have changed 

over time. 

This guide provides step-by-step instructions for digging and recording a 

test pit, including a list of required equipment and blank recording forms. 

Equipment 

You will need:

• A 3m/5m metal tape measure 

• A 30m tape measure 

• 4 plastic tent pegs 

• 4m string 

• A large plastic sheet 

• A sharp spade 

• A hand shovel 

• A bricklaying / pointing trowel 

• Two buckets 

• A garden sieve 

• Several seed trays 

• Resealable plastic bags 

• A permanent marker 

• A camera 

• A compass 

• A clipboard 

• Pens, pencils and eraser

Laying out the Test Pit 

Your test pit should be laid out in a convenient location with plenty of 

space around it to work and store the excavated soil. This could be on the 
lawn or in a flower bed. Try to avoid placing your test pit near to drains, 

foundations or under trees, as you do not want to cause any damage. 

First, mark out your 1m square using string and four tent pegs. Tie one 

end of the string to a peg and stick it in the ground. Measure 1m along 
the string, stick a second peg in the ground and wrap the string around it. 

To lay out the right-angled corner of the square, measure another 1m 
along the string and pull the string tight to roughly the spot where the 

third corner should be. At the same time, use the tape measure to 

measure 1.41m diagonally across the square from the first peg – the point 
at which 1.41m on the tape and 1m on the string cross will be the corner. 

Mark this with a peg and wrap the string around it. Repeat this process to 



locate the fourth corner, this time measuring diagonally from the second 
peg, and then run the string back to the first peg to complete the square. 

You will also need to lay out the plastic sheet which you are going to use 
to store all of the excavated soil. This needs to be at least 2m away from 

the top of the test pit to ensure that the soil does not fall back into the 
hole and to give you plenty of room to work. 

Recording the Test Pit Location 

Before you start to dig the Test Pit Location Recording Form needs to be 
completed. The following information will be required: 

• Site Name/Code – This could be the name of your village or a specific 
site code created to identify your project. 

• Test Pit No. – Each test pit in your project should be numbered and no 
two pits should share the same number. 

• Test Pit Address – If the test pit is located within a garden then the 
address of the property will help to locate it. If it is in a public space 
then the name of an adjacent road or feature will suffice.  

• Excavation date – The date(s) on which the test pit is being dug. 

• Excavated by – The names of the test pit’s excavators. 

• Grid Reference – If you have access to a GPS handset then an Ordnance 
Survey grid reference for the pit can be obtained easily. Likewise, the 

grid reference can be calculated from an Ordnance Survey map of the 
area. 

• Sketch Plan of Test Pit Location – In this box you will need to draw a 
sketch plan of the location of your test pit in relation to fixed reference 

points nearby. These may be buildings, fence lines, road junctions, etc. 
You should use the long tape measure for this and ensure that the 

distances from two different features are recorded for each corner so 
that the pit can be plotted using triangulation. The corners of the test 

pit should be numbered 1, 2, 3 and 4 in a clockwise direction and these 

should also be indicated on the sketch plan. Use the compass to mark a 
north arrow on the sketch plan. 

• Measured by – The name of the person who undertook the measuring of 
the plan. 

• Drawn by – The name of the person who drew the plan. 

Getting Started 

You will be digging your test pit in 0.1m layers, referred to as contexts or 

spits, until you reach a depth of no more than 1.2m. Each of these 0.1m 
contexts will require a separate Test Pit Context Recording Form to be 

completed. These begin to be filled in before you start to dig a context 
and are completed after you have finished digging. The following 

information will be required: 



• Site Name/Code – This could be the name of your village or a specific 
site code created to identify your project. 

• Test Pit No. – Each test pit in your project should be numbered and no 
two pits should share the same number. 

• Context Number – This will be ‘1’ for the first context, ‘2’ for the next 
context and so on. 

• Context recorded by – The name of the person who has recorded the 
context. 

• Context Plan – You should use the grid squares to draw a scale plan of 
the top of your context before you excavate it. In the case of the first 
context this may be grass. Each grid square represents a 0.2m by 0.2m 

square. Annotate the sketch plan with notes to explain what you have 
drawn. Ensure that the four numbered corners are orientated the same 

way as your sketch plan and add a north arrow. You should record the 
depth below the ground surface at each of the four corners in the 

spaces provided. For the first context this will be 0.0m in each case.  

• Context Description – Use this box to write a description of the type of 
soil of which the context is comprised, be it sandy, clayey or loamy. 
Also describe any inclusions in the soil such as sandy patches, stones, 

gravel, sand, etc.  

• Colour – Use this box to record the colour of the excavated context. Soil 
colours can range from very dark to very pale.  

• Photograph – You should take a photograph of the top of each context 
before you excavate it. Use this box to record that a photograph has 

been taken and make a note of the frame number/filename of the 
image from your camera.  

• Sieved – Use this box to record the percentage of each context which 
you sieve to recover artefacts. 

• List of Finds – This should be completed at the end of each context and 
should contain details of the finds recovered from that context. 

In addition to completing the recording form you will need to set up a 
finds tray for each context before you start to dig it. Use a seed tray and 

place a resealable plastic bag in it onto which you have written the site 
code and context number in permanent pen. All of the artefacts from this 

context will go into the tray in the first instance and into the bag once 
they have been washed and dried. 

Digging Your Test Pit 

If you pit is located in a grassed area then you will need to take the turf 
off before you can start digging deeper. Use the spade to cut the turf into 

squares and lift them off by cutting underneath them with the blade of the 
spade. You should place the turf to one side and look after it as you will be 

replacing it on the top of the pit once you are finished filling it in. 



When you have removed the turf, you should proceed to dig the context 
using a combination of a spade, hand shovel and trowel to break up the 

soil and shovel it into the buckets. You should collect any artefacts which 
you find and place them into the finds tray.  

You should decide how much of the excavated soil you are going to sieve 
to recover any artefacts missed during the digging process. If you sieve 

everything (100%) then progress will be slower than if you sieve half 

(50%), but you will collect more material. You can use the buckets to 
keep track of how much spoil is sieved. 

Use the metal tape measure to keep track of how deep you are digging by 
measuring at the corners of the test pit. Remember that you are trying to 

excavate in 0.1m contexts and should attempt to keep the base of your 
test pit level and the sides straight.  

Once you have reached the bottom of the first context you should stop, 
complete the recording sheet for the context and begin to fill in a context 

sheet for the next new context. You will need to take another photograph, 
draw another plan and start a new finds tray. 

It is then simply a matter of repeating this process until you reach a depth 
of 1.2m, you hit a solid surface, you encounter layers not containing any 

human artefacts, or you run out of time! 

When you do stop[, you will need to complete a context sheet for the base 

of the test pit as if it were the top of the next context, but you won’t be 

able to fill in many of the details relating to the make-up of the context 
itself.  

Drawing the Test Pit 

In addition to producing a series of plans of the various excavated 

contexts, when you reach the bottom of your test pit you should use the 
Test Pit Sections Recording Form to produce scale drawings of the four 

sides of your test pit, working clockwise from corner 1 around to corner 1 

again. The grid squares on the printed sheet will help you to draw to 
scale. Make a note of any changes in soil type and soil colour that you can 

see in the sections, not all of which will have been visible to you when you 
were digging. Make sure that you mark the base of your test pit on this 

form.  

Backfilling 

Once you have finished digging and recording your pit, you can fill it back 

in again using the spoil from the plastic sheet. Place large stones and the 
like into the pit first and then shovel the soil back in on top of it. Keep 

stamping the spoil down as you fill the pit and replace the turf if you 
removed any.  

 

 



TEST PIT LOCATION RECORDING FORM 

Site Name/Code:  Test Pit No.:  

 

Test Pit Address:  

 

 

Excavation date:  Excavated by: 

   

Grid Reference:   

 

 

Sketch Plan of Test Pit Location 

Try to include the distances from as many fixed reference points as you 

can so that the test pit can be located accurately on the Ordnance 

Survey map. 

 
Measured by:  Plan drawn by:  
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TEST PIT CONTEXT RECORDING FORM 

Site Name/Code:  Test Pit No.:  

 

Context Number:  Context recorded by:  
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Context Colour? 

 

 

Photographed? 

 

 

Context Description 

Describe soil type and list 

any inclusions such as 

stones, sand, clay, etc. 

 

Sieved? 

………% 

 List of Finds 

List and describe any 

artefacts which came from 

this context. 



TEST PIT SECTIONS RECORDING FORM 

Site Name/Code:  Test Pit No.:  Date Recorded:  

      
Measured by:  Drawn by:    

 

1    2    3    4    1 
0.0m  

                      
0.2m  

                      
0.4m  

                      
0.6m  

                      
0.8m  

                      
1.0m  

                      
1.2m  

                      
1.4m  

 

Notes 


