
Five things to know about soil testing 
By: Dr. AJ Foster 

1. Sampling accuracy is the key to getting meaningful results from a soil sample.  The best analytical method cannot 

make the wrongs done in sampling right. As the popular saying goes “garbage in garbage out”.  The same goes for 

soil sampling.  The quality of the results is highly dependent on the quality of the sample collected. For information 

on how to collect a good sample visit our website www.agronomy.k-state.edu/services/soiltesting/farmer-services/

soil-analysis/index.html 

2. Become familiar with the web soil survey which is the online 
version of the all so familiar county soil survey books. It still 
have some value.   You can visit https://
websoilsurvey.sc.egov.usda.gov/App/HomePage.htm.  This is a 
good way for you to start learning about the soils in your field 
and on your farm.  The soil survey can help in developing sam-
pling plans and can provide information about your soil related 
suitability and limitation for use, soil properties and ecological 
site assessment.  

3. Pay attention to your sampling depth and the nutrients you 

are measuring at the different depths. In long-term no-tilled 

field collect samples 0-4 inches for a complete soil test ( pH, 

OM,N, P, Ca, Mg, Na, K, Zn, Fe, Mn, Cu ) also collect a 4-24 inch 

sample for mobile nutrients (N, S and Cl).  For tilled field collect 

samples 0 – 6 inches for a complete soil test and 6-24 inches for 

your mobile nutrients.   

4. Management with soil testing is a process (Figure 1) not a once in while approach when things seems like they 

are not working. A good soil testing management program should have three components 1) Reliability – follow a 

regular schedule and use a laboratory that uses proven analytical methods supported with sound scientific evi-

dence. 2) Consistency – following the same sampling procedure that includes using the same laboratory and becom-

ing familiar with their analytical methods. And 3) Frequency – done often enough to observe trends.   

5. Soil testing doesn’t only show weaknesses or what is wrong, but it also shows the strengths in your fertility man-

agement program.   I don’t believe in management without measurements.  My favorite saying to producers or to 

whoever will listen “if you can measure it you can manage it, and if you can manage it you can change it or create 

something new.” If you are not managing your fertility with soil testing you are guessing and that is exactly what my 

soil fertility professor call “walking around with blinders on”.   

  

April 2018 

SWREC CROPS & SOIL  

Kansas State University Agricultural Experiment Station and Cooperative Extension Service                                                
K-State Research and Extension is an equal opportunity provider and employer. Issued in furtherance of Cooperative Extension 

Work, Acts of May 8 and June 30, 1914, as amended. Kansas State University, County Extension Councils, Extension Districts, 

and United States Department of Agriculture Cooperating, John D. Floros, Director.     

     

Figure 1. The process of management with 

soil testing for continuous improvement. 
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