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Soil Sampling Basics 

Soil testing is the simplest and most 

accurate way of determining the fertility, pH, 

and organic matter composition of a given area.  

The following steps will help to ensure the 

reliability of your soil sampling: 

Obtaining a Soil Test Kit 
Cornell Cooperative Extension utilizes the 

Agro-One Soil Laboratory for soil testing 

services in New York.  Agro-One Soil Sample 

Boxes are available from your local extension 

office, as well as the appropriate paperwork for 

submitting your samples. 

Best Time to Sample 
The best time to soil sample is when you 

have time to do the job right.  Ideally, this time 

is either following harvest in the fall (before 

liming) or in the spring before fertilization.  Due 

to pH fluctuations in the year, these are the 

best times to represent the average value 

between wet winter and dry summer 

conditions. 

The key to soil sampling is taking samples 

during the same time each year.  This helps to 

evaluate effectively if recommendations have 

improved the soil between tests.  Soil samples 

should be taken every three years, unless other 

management practices state differently 

(Nutrient Management Plans, addition of topsoil 

or ditchings, etc.). 

Obtaining a Representative Sample 
Soil test results and recommendations are 

based on specific soil types, and thus getting a 

representative soil sample is important for 

proper fertilization and liming.  Each soil 

sample is a combination of several soil cores, 

which are blended together.  The final sample 

you submit will be from this blended mix. 

When sampling a large field, each soil 

sample should represent an area between 0-10 

acres to ensure accuracy.  When sampling, be 

sure to only pull cores from areas of similar soil 

types/formation.  These areas can be 

determined by visual appearance, soil survey 

data, or discussing with your local cooperative 

extension staff.  

Figure 1: Suggested Sampling Pattern in a Commercial 
Field (Courtesy of Dairy-One) 

Figure 2: Sample Each Unique Area in a Home Landscape 
(Courtesy of Dairy-One) 

When sampling, be sure to avoid unusual 

areas, such as: 

- Dead furrows 

- Areas near fence lines or windbreaks 

- Old manure, compost, or lime piles 

- Wet areas 

- Severely eroded spots 

- Ditches or laneways 

- Boundaries between slopes and 

bottomland 

- Near road or highways 

- Places where wood piles have been 

burned 
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Soil Sampling Method 
Not only is it important to take the right 

number of core samples, but also following a 

proper procedure for sampling.  For soils that 

are going to be turned over (either using 

conventional plows or hand tools), an 8 inch 

deep core sample is needed.   For no-till or 

zone till sampling, two samples will be needed: 

a one inch sample and 8 inch sample.  

The above picture shows the proper 

techniques for pulling soil cores.  Below is the 

proper procedure for sampling: 

- Clean off any debris, leaves, or residue from 

the sampling area. 

- Only use clean tools for sampling (no 

hands).  Before pulling your cores, stick soil 

probe or spade in soil and remove to clean 

off any rust, old soil material, etc. 

- When using a shovel, clear out a shallow V-

Shaped trench, and then take a thin slice 

for the soil core (as seen above) 

- Use a glove or clean implement to remove 

soil core into a clean plastic bucket (to 

eliminate zinc or iron contamination). 

- Move onto next location. 

Once all cores are collected, mix thoroughly 

and put 2-3 cups of soil into a container.  If 

your samples are not dry, place them on a 

sheet of paper to dry at room temperature.  DO 

NOT place samples in ovens for drying, as 

exploding stones in samples could result in 

damage to appliances. 

Submitting your Samples 
In order to get accurate results, we 

recommend that you submit your soil samples 

through your local Cooperative Extension office, 

to ensure that the paperwork is properly filled 

out with all of the information.  In addition, we 

can help to provide recommendations specific 

for your operation, or adjust your 

recommendations for different crops without 

having to resubmit paperwork. 

When bringing in multiple samples, be sure 

to have each individual sample labeled with a 

unique name.  This will allow for laboratory 

staff to keep all samples and corresponding 

results separate.  Also have an idea of what 

you would like to plant in the next three years 

(or current year and two more), so that 

recommendations can be made. 

Interpreting Results 
Soil Test results will be sent to your physical 

address provided, with lime and fertilizer 

recommendations provided.  The name, 

address, and phone number of your local 

Cornell Cooperative Extension office is printed 

on the laboratory report. 

Results will take a few weeks to be 

returned, so plan enough time in advance 

before fertilizer or lime needs to be applied.  

When submitting through our cooperative 

extension office, a copy of your report will 

remain on file for future use. 


