
How to Take a Soil Sample 
  
The reliability of a soil test is only as good as the sample you submit. The small 
amount of soil in the sample bag you send to the agricultural testing lab must 
represent the entire area to be fertilized. Avoid unusual areas such as those 
where fertilizer or lime has spilled. Take samples before lime, fertilizer, or manure 
are added. Use only clean equipment for collecting soil samples.  
 
Why soil test anyway? 
 
Developing and maintaining productive soils begin with soil testing. Soils tests 
provide information on the soil’s actual nutrient status. Test results are used to 
determine the amount and kind of nutrients that should be added for the best 
growth of lawn, garden, and other types of plants. 
  
When and where to sample  
 
Soil samples can be taken at any time during the year; however, avoid extremely 
wet soil conditions unless absolutely necessary. Ideally, soil sampling and testing 
should be done well in advance of planting or spring green-up. This allows 
adequate time for sample analysis, data interpretation, and fertilizer and lime 
application.  
 
So allow enough time for the analysis and for fertilizer and lime application. Lime 
reacts slowly and, if possible, it should be mixed with the soil at least two to three 
months before planting. Generally, fall is the most desirable time to sample 
because landscapes and gardens are usually drier and are easily accessible. 
 
For most crops, test every 2 to 3 years (for vegetable gardens and other 
intensively managed areas, every 1-2 years is often more appropriate). Soil 
under intensive cultivation may require annual testing. Sampling from any given 
area should be done at about the same time as in previous years.  
 
The area to be sampled should be as uniform as possible in terms of soil type 
and cropping and fertilizing history. For practical purposes it should be an area 
you expect to fertilize as a unit. This means separate samples for annual mixed 
vegetables and a strawberry patch, for golf green and fairway, and for different 
major crops in a commercial nursery or vegetable operation. If you have a 
problem on part of a lawn, garden, or commercial production field, you may wish 
to determine if soil fertility is the cause by taking one sample to represent the  
“good” and the other to represent the “poor” area.  
  
Take a good sample 
  
Collect a number of cores or slices (these are called sub-samples) by walking in 
a zig-zag pattern over the area. Mix the sub-sample cores thoroughly in a clean 



pail for a composite lab sample. The greater the number of collected cores mixed 
together, the better the sample will represent the average condition of the 
sampled area. Consider 10-12 cores as the minimum for home gardens and 
lawns up to 10,000 square feet in size. Larger areas should be represented by at 
least 15 to 20 samples in an area no larger than 10-12 acres or less if the soil 
types are markedly different from place to place. You should normally sample low 
and high places separately. Bottoms of hills would be different than tops or sides 
of hills.  
 

               
 
Choose one of the following tools:  
Use clean sampling tools and containers to avoid contaminating the soil sample. 
Never use tools or containers that have been used for fertilizer or lime. Tools like 
trowels, shovels, spades, hand probes or hand augers may be used to collect 
samples. 
  
Soil Probe or Auger – A soil probe or auger, available from mail order catalogs 
and garden or farm supply outlets, is the best tool for sampling. An auger will be 
needed if the soil is very stony or gravelly. Simply push the probe (or push and 
turn the auger) into the soil to the desired depth, lift up to remove the core, and 
place it in the clean pail. 
 
Sampling depth should be 4 to 6 inches deep for established lawns, turf, or other 
perennial sod, 4 inches for establishing a new lawn, or tillage depth (usually 6-8 
inches) for annually tilled crops, vegetable gardens, raised beds, flower beds and 



such.  Depth for trees: 6-8 inches; Depth for shrubs:  6 inches; Depth for fruit 
trees:  6 to 8 inches; Depth for blueberries: 6 to 8 inches.  
  
Garden Trowel or Shovel – If a soil probe or auger is not available, collect your 
sample by pushing the blade of a garden trowel, shovel, or spade into the soil to 
the desired depth. Cut out a triangular wedge of soil and set it aside (to be 
replaced after sampling). Now slide your blade into the soil again taking a thin 
(half inch) slice from one side of the hole. With a knife, trim the slice to about a 1-
inch strip of soil down the center of the spade – top to bottom. Save this “core” as 
part of your composite lab sample.  
   
Mix the sample and fill the sample bag  
 
Remove rocks, debris and roots. Make sure that all the cores are thoroughly 
mixed together.  
 
Put the sample in a jar or plastic bag to submit to the extension service for 
testing. Fill the jar or plastic bag about 1/2 full (approximately 1-1.5 cups) with the 
mixed sample. If submitting multiple samples, include one check for total being 
tested.  
 
Ideally, samples should be air dried overnight. Dry samples on a flat surface lined 
with clean white paper. Take care to avoid contamination. After drying, transfer 
the sample to the soil sample bag or box provided by extension and bring it to 
your local extension office. Your extension office will send samples to the 
appropriate lab for testing.  
 
The lab will need about 7-10 and up to 14 working days to get a report back to 
you. 
 
 
 


