
Soil Testing  
Factsheet 
 
It is highly recommended that you analyze your soil to establish a baseline soil analysis for chemistry, 
texture, and nutrient availability. A basic soil test that gives readings for soil pH, phosphate, potassium, 
calcium, and magnesium levels is sufficient for most home gardeners.  In addition to nutrients and pH, 
ask for organic content analysis, and request organic care recommendations.  

The University of Maryland Extension Service recommends soil testing every 3 years for lawns and 
gardens, with fall being the best time to test as soil amendments will have time to improve the area 
come springtime. Be sure to use the same lab for every soil test as testing labs use different standards.  

When you receive your results make an assessment of what needs to be done to improve your soils. 
Ideal pH should read between 6.5 and 7.0, which is slightly acidic. Soil that is too acidic will need a 
sprinkling of lime; sulfur can be added to soil which is not acidic enough. Organic content should be 5% 
or higher, if the organic content is lower you may need to adjust the soil amendments to include 
fertilizers or composts. For a complete list of regional soil test labs refer to the University of Maryland 
Extension directory. 

In general, soils in Maryland tend to be clay-based. If you have these conditions the University of 
Maryland Extension gives the following recommendation: 

“Soils high in clay (more than 50%) feel sticky, don’t drain well, and become rock hard when dry. 
You can’t change the texture of your soil (the percentage of clay) but you can improve soil 
structure (the arrangement of individual soil particles). Adding lots of organic matter such as 
compost, farm manure, or shredded leaves to clayey soil will allow it to drain more easily and 
hold the right amounts of water and air for better plant growth and increased biological 
activity.” 

For more information on soil testing, visit the University of Maryland Extension Service, soil testing fact 
sheet. It covers topics including: Taking a Soil Sample, Mailing in a Soil Sample, Interpreting Test Results, 
Abbreviations and Terms Found in Soil Test Reports, Fertilizing Responsibly for a Healthy Chesapeake 
Bay.  

http://www.beyondpesticides.org/lawn/documents/RegionalSoilTestLabsChart.pdf
http://www.beyondpesticides.org/lawn/documents/RegionalSoilTestLabsChart.pdf
http://extension.umd.edu/node/5797
http://extension.umd.edu/node/5797
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