Don’t Guess... Soil Test
Proper soil fertility is the foundation for plant health.
Turfgrass, woody landscape plants, fruits, vegetables,
and annual flowers all have specific nutritional
requirements. Soil pH and nutrient levels vary greatly
from site to site, so guessing about nutritional needs
often misses the mark. However, a $9.00 investment
in a Penn State soil test will ensure that you are
applying the proper amounts of fertilizer. Soil tests
often reveal that adequate quantities of soil nutrients
are present, thus preventing unnecessary or harmful
fertilizer applications.
The Penn State soil test measures the levels of several
essential plant nutrients and recommends proper
amounts of lime and fertilizer. The test will measure
soil pH, the levels of phosphorus, potassium, calcium,
and magnesium and will also make a nitrogen
recommendation. For an additional fee, you may
request a test for organic matter, soluble salts, and
several micronutrients. Special tests for several
potentially harmful elements, such as arsenic and lead,
are also available. Penn State does not check for
pesticide residues, gas, oil or unknown pollutants. A
complete list of tests that the lab will perform can be
found at http://www.aasl.psu.edu/. For most
situations, the standard $9.00 test is sufficient.
Here’s the procedure for using the Penn
State soil testing service

1. Purchase a soil test mailing kit ($9.00) for
each area you plan to sample. The “kit”

consists of a pre-addressed envelope,
instructions, and a soil sample bag. The kit
price includes the testing fee. Each area
(lawn, flower garden, vegetable garden, etc.)
requires a different test kit. The kits are
available from all Penn State Cooperative
Extension offices. You may also get soil
sample submission forms from the lab Web
site, http://www.aasl.psu.edu/, and send
payment to the lab along with your soil
sample.
2. Define the area to be tested. It may be a
flowerbed, pasture, small orchard, or
community athletic field. In any event, zigzag
your way throughout the area and collect soil
from 12 to 15 locations. Put subsamples all
together into a clean container. The goal is to
get a composite sample that represents the
entire site. Paper lunch bags or a clean bucket
will work well. Sample 3–4 inches deep for
turf and pastures, and 6–10 inches deep other
plants. Avoid sampling odd spots in any site.
Throw out stones, sod, and thatch.
3. A garden trowel is a good tool for sampling in
tilled or mulched soil, but a soil sampling
probe or auger is faster, especially when
sampling through existing sod. Regardless of
the tool used, be sure to sample to the proper

College of Agricultural Sciences • Cooperative Extension

depth and get a representative sample by
collecting at least 12 subsamples from the
area. Mix the sub samples into one composite
sample. Spread the sample on clean
newspaper and allow it to dry overnight. Do
not heat the sample.
4. Complete the questionnaire that comes with
the soil test kit. The directions are selfexplanatory. Follow them carefully. Be sure to
indicate what “crop” you are growing. Add 1/
3 pint of soil to the soil pouch. Take it to the
post office to determine the appropriate
postage and send it off using the preaddressed envelope. Results will return from
the Penn State lab in about 2 weeks. A copy
of your results is made available to your
county extension office as well. If you have
questions about interpreting the results,
contact your county extension educator.
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The Horticulture Fact Sheet series is produced
for home gardeners and professionals by the
Consumer Horticulture Center at Penn State.
The complete series is available on the Web at
http://hortweb.cas.psu.edu.

Visit Penn State’s College of Agricultural Sciences on the Web: www.cas.psu.edu.
Where trade names appear, no discrimination is intended, and no endorsement by
Penn State Cooperative Extension is implied.
Issued in furtherance of Cooperative Extension Work, Acts of Congress May 8 and
June 30, 1914, in cooperation with the U.S. Department of Agriculture and the
Pennsylvania Legislature. T. R. Alter, Director of Cooperative Extension, The
Pennsylvania State University.

This publication is available in alternative media on request.
The Pennsylvania State University is committed to the policy that all persons shall
have equal access to programs, facilities, admission, and employment without regard
to personal characteristics not related to ability, performance, or qualifications as
determined by University policy or by state or federal authorities. It is the policy of
the University to maintain an academic and work environment free of discrimination,
including harassment. The Pennsylvania State University prohibits discrimination and
harassment against any person because of age, ancestry, color, disability or handicap,
national origin, race, religious creed, sex, sexual orientation, or veteran status.
Discrimination or harassment against faculty, staff, or students will not be tolerated at
The Pennsylvania State University. Direct all inquiries regarding the nondiscrimination
policy to the Affirmative Action Director, The Pennsylvania State University, 328
Boucke Building, University Park, PA 16802-5901, Tel 814-865-4700/V, 814-8631150/TTY.
© The Pennsylvania State University 2003

2

