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processes pick up fine-grained sediments and hold them in suspension until the energy 
in the process decreases. A fast-flowing river, for example, picks up particles of clay 
and silt as it erodes the river bottom and banks, keeps them in suspension, and depos-
its them when it slows down. A river or creek bottom with little evidence of clay and 
silt particles indicates a fast flow.

Sediment sorting (the degree to which sediments are the same size) also indicates 
the transporting agent. Water, wind, and glacier meltwaters sort sediments according 
to size (deposits will be uniform in size), whereas glacial ice is a poor sorter (deposits 
of glacial till are of varying sizes and shapes).

The characteristics of individual particles can also be used to indicate whether the 
sediments were deposited in the site by air or water. Generally, a dull or matte surface 
on the particles suggests deposition by air. A polished or glossy surface on the particles 
suggests deposition by water.

Sediment shape can also be a useful indicator. Angular-shaped sediments have not 
been transported far from their source (less exposure to erosion). Rounded sediments 
have been transported further (more exposure to erosion). Glaciers are the exception 
to this. Sediments can be transported within ice for great distances without the edges 
being eroded.

Reconstructing Settlement Patterns

Archaeologists study settlement patterns at four different levels: individual houses, 
single settlements, traditional territories, and regions (Table 8.2). Estimates of popu-
lation are common in all levels of study and are described separately.

TABLE 8.2  Types of Settlement Pattern Studies in Archaeology

LEVEL OF STUDY FOCUS

Individual houses Physical characteristics of house; architecture; 
construction methods; social uses of house; defining 
the makeup of the household

Single settlement Layout of settlement; variability of houses; season of 
occupation; site catchment area

Traditional territory Seasonal rounds; diversity of site types; evidence of 
cultural continuity

Regional analysis Relationship of sites to the natural environment; 
relationship of sites to each other
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