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Winter is a good time to start planning for your garden, be 
it vegetables or flowers.  Whether you are starting a new 
garden or you have been gardening in your yard for years, it 
is always a good idea to do a soil test.  A soil test is used to 
determine the amount of nutrients in the soil that are 
necessary for plant growth.  Soil test results are useful as 
they make fertilizer recommendations.  They will also tell 
you the soil pH and how much lime or sulfur you need to 
add to the soil.  If you are starting a new garden getting a 
soil test will help you establish the soil nutrient baseline.  A 
soil test can help established gardens measure changes in 
the soil nutrient levels and make proper fertilizer 
recommendations. 

 

Soil samples can be taken any time the soil is suitable for spading or rototilling.  It is best to take the soil sample 
a couple of months before planting a vegetable garden, establishing a new perennial bed, or before fertilizing 
lawns.  This will give you plenty of time to add amendments to the soil if needed.  Doing a soil test every three 
to five years should be adequate for home gardeners.  If you have sandy soils you may need to sample gardens 
more frequently.  Try to sample at the same time every year to avoid seasonal variation in your results. 

 

The accuracy of the soil test is dependent upon how well the soil sample is taken.  Most soil testing laboratories 
have specific recommendations on how to take and ship soil samples.  Be sure to carefully read their 
instructions before you begin. 

 

Before you start, divide the property into sample areas (flower bed, front yard, vegetable garden, etc.) and 
draw a diagram of where samples are to be taken.  Keep the diagram for future reference.  Number or name 
each sample area and record the sample depth for each area.  You will be taking multiple samples from each 
area to be tested in order to come up with one composite sample per area. 

 

Each composite sample should represent only one area, such as a vegetable garden, flower bed or the lawn.  
Take at least 10 to 12 core samples from each area and combine them.  If you have a problem area where 
plants are not growing well, take a separate composite sample from that spot.  Do not sample immediately 
after applying fertilizer, lime, manure or compost.  Avoid areas that are obviously different, such as low spots or 
where your pet visits. 

 

Always use clean sampling tools to avoid contaminating the sample during mixing or packaging.  Collect soil 
samples with stainless steel or chrome plated tools, such as a shovel or trowel.  Put the sample in a clean, 
plastic bucket.  Even a small amount of fertilizer residue can cause contamination of the sample and skew the 
results. 



 

Sample the part of the soil where the plant roots will grow.  Remove leaves, mulch and other debris from the 
soil surface before taking a sample.  Dig a small hole, then cut a half-inch to one-inch slice of soil from the back 
of the hole.  Try to get an equal amount at each sample site.  Lawns should be sampled to a depth of 4 inches.  
Take samples 6 to 8 inches deep for vegetable gardens and flower beds.  Trees and shrubs should be sampled to 
a depth of 6 to 10 inches.  Mix the subsamples together to obtain one composite sample.  Remove rocks and 
any large pieces of organic material such as roots, sticks and leaves.  Break up any large clods before mixing the 
sample thoroughly.  You will need about 2 cups of soil to send to the laboratory. 

 

Prepare your samples for shipment according to the lab’s instructions.  Air dry soil samples at room 
temperature.  Spread wet samples in a thin layer on a clean surface.  After the sample has dried for a few days, 
mix it well and put it in the shipping container.  You can use a fan to dry samples faster but do not use any heat.  
Laboratories may supply the container.  Your local Extension office can recommend a lab to use and they may 
have containers available. 

 

Once the lab receives your sample the turnaround time is generally about 2 weeks, but can vary depending on 
the time of year and the facility.  A copy of your soil analysis will be emailed or mailed to you.  The laboratory 
will make recommendations based on the crop or plants you told them you are growing.  The report will tell you 
if your soil pH needs adjusting up or down.  At a minimum it should tell you how much nitrogen (N), 
phosphorous (P) and potassium (K) your garden will need for the growing season.  If your soil nutrient levels are 
high, you will not need to add any additional fertilizer.  Your report should also tell you the percent organic 
matter in your soil. 

 

A soil test takes the guesswork out of fertilizing your garden.  By having your soil tested, you can learn which 
nutrients are present and which ones are missing based on the plants you are growing.  A soil test not only 
eliminates the cost of unnecessary fertilizers but also eliminates their overuse, which helps protect the 
environment. 

 

Resources:  Clemson University, Michigan State University, University of Missouri Extension, Purdue University, 
Agro-One, and ATTRA. 

 

  


