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WET SIEVING AND MASS MEASUREMENT 
FOR LASER DIFFRACTION ANALYSIS 

 
 

WET SIEVING 
 
Sample Collection/Handling 
Samples should be collected in HDPE or Teflon containers and held at 4 degrees C during the 
collection process.  If organic compounds are being collected, the sample containers should be 
glass or Teflon. 
 
Preservation/Holding Time 
Samples should be stored at 4o C and must be analyzed within 7 days (EPA, 1998).  Samples 
may not be frozen or dried prior to analysis, as either process may change the particle size 
distribution. 
 
Sonication 
Do not sonicate samples prior to analysis to preserve particle integrity and representativeness.  
Laboratories using laser diffraction will have to be notified not to sonicate these samples at any 
time during the analysis.  It is recommended that this request also be written on the chain-of-
custody form that the analytical laboratory receives in order to assure that sonication is omitted.   
 
 
LABORATORY PROCEDURES 
 
Equipment 
 
__ 2 Liters of stormwater sample water (total sample required for analysis (ASTM D 3977)) 
__ Drying oven (90 degrees C +2 degrees) 
__ Analytical balance (0.01 mg accuracy) 
__ Desiccator (large enough diameter to accommodate sieve) 
__ Standard sieves - larger than 2" diameter may be desirable 

__ 500 um (Tyler 32, US Standard 35)   
__ 250 um (Tyler 60, US Standard 60)  

__ Beakers - plastic (HDPE) 
__ Funnel (HDPE - Large enough diameter to accommodate sieve)  
__ Wash bottle  
__ Pre-measured reagent-grade water 
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Sample Processing 
 

• Dry 250 um and 500 um mesh sieves in a drying oven to a constant weight at 90 ± 2° C.  
• Cool the sieves to room temperature in a desiccator. 
• Weigh each sieve to the nearest 0.01 mg. 
• Record the initial weight of each dry sieve. 
• Measure the volume of sample water and record. 
• Pour the sample through a nested sieve stack (the 500 um sieve should be on the top and 

the sieve stack should be stabilized in a funnel and the funnel should be resting 
above/inside a collection beaker). 

• Use some of the pre-measured reagent-grade water in wash bottle to thoroughly rinse all 
soil particles from sample container so that all soil particles are rinsed through the sieve. 

• Thoroughly rinse the soil particles in the sieve using a pre-measured volume of reagent-
grade water. 

• The particles that pass through the sieve stack will be analyzed by laser diffraction 
Particle Size Distribution (PSD) analysis using the manufacturers recommended protocols 
(with the exception of no sonication). 

• Particles retained on the sieve (>250 um) will not be analyzed with the laser diffraction 
PSD. 

• Dry each sieve (500 um and 250 um) with the material it retained in a drying oven to a 
constant weight at 90 ± 2° C. The drying temperature should be less than 100° C to 
prevent boiling and potential loss of sample (PSEP, 1986).    

• Cool the samples to room temperature in a desiccator. 
• Weigh the cooled sample with each sieve to the nearest 0.01 mg. 
• Subtract initial dry weight of each sieve from final dry weight of the sample and sieve 

together. 
• Record weight of particles/debris separately for each size fraction (> 500 um and 499 - 

250 um). 
• Document the dominant types of particles/debris found in this each size fraction. 

 
 
Laser Diffraction (PSD) 
 
PSD results are reported in ml/L for each particle size range.  Particle size gradations should 
match the Wentworth grade scale (Wentworth, 1922). 
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Mass Measurement 
 
Equipment 
 
__ Glass filter - 0.45 um (pore size) glass fiber filter disk (Standard Method D 3977) (larger 

diameter sized filter is preferable) 
__ Drying oven (90 degrees C +2 degrees) 
__ Analytical balance (0.01 mg accuracy) 
__ Wash bottle 
__ Reagent-grade water  
 
Procedure 
 

• Dry glass filter in drying oven at 90 ± 2° C to a constant weight.  
• Cool the glass filter to room temperature in a desiccator. 
• Weigh the 0.45 um glass filter to the nearest 0.01mg. 
• Record the initial weight of the glass filter. 
• Slowly pour the laser diffraction sample water (after analysis) through the previously 

weighed 0.45 um glass filter and discard the water. 
• Use reagent-grade water in wash bottle to rinse particles adhering to the analysis 

container onto glass filter 
• Dry glass filter with particles in a drying oven at 90 ± 2° C to a constant weight. 
• Cool the glass filter and dried particles to room temperature in a desiccator.    
• Weigh the glass filter and particles to the nearest 0.01mg. 
• Subtract the initial glass filter weight from the final glass filter and particle sample 

weight. 
• Record the final sample weight for particles <250 um in size.  

 
Quality Assurance 
 
Dried samples should be cooled in a desiccator and held there until they are weighed.  If a 
desiccator is not used, the particles will accumulate ambient moisture and the sample weight will 
be overestimated.  A color-indicating desiccant is recommended so that spent desiccant can be 
detected easily.  Also, the seal on the desiccator should be checked periodically, and, if 
necessary, the ground glass rims should be greased or the "O" rings should be replaced. 
 
Handle sieves with clean gloves to avoid adding oils or other products that could increase the 
weight.  The weighing room should not have fluctuating temperatures or changing humidity.  
Any conditions that could affect results such as doors opening and closing should be minimized 
as much as possible.     
 
After the initial weight of the sieve is measured, the sieve should be kept covered and dust free.  
Duplicate samples should be analyzed on 10% of the samples for both wet sieving and mass 
measurements.   
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Reporting 
 
Visual observations should be made on all wet sieved fractions and recorded.  For example if the 
very coarse sand fraction (2,000-1,000 um) is composed primarily of beauty bark, or cigarette 
butts, or other organic debris this should be noted.  An option might also be for a professional 
geologist to record the geological composition of the sediment as well. 
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