
Instructions for taking a lawn and garden soil sample
Tools: Use of specialized tools is not needed, homeowners can achieve accurate 
results using a hand trowel or shovel and a pail.

Where to take the sample: A soil sample sent in for testing is a mixture of many 
small soil samples. Soil samples are taken in regions where the soil is managed the 
same. For example, if your front yard is grass and your backyard has a vegetable 
garden.  In this case, you will submit a soil sample for both the grass area and the 
vegetable garden. This case can be seen in figure 1 where the grass area is 
represented in green with pink circles making up sample one. The vegetable 
garden is represented in brown with yellow circles making up sample two. If your front and backyard is grass only, 
only one sample needs to be submitted as seen in Figure 2 where the grass area is represented in green with pink 
circles making up one sample.

Taking the sample: If you are unsure of any 
utilities underground in your yard, please call 811 
to locate underground live wires so that your 
safety is ensured. Using your digging tool, dig a 
hole to 6 inches deep in areas with no existing 
grass, and 3 inches deep in areas with existing 
grass. Once the hole is dug, scoop off a 1-inch 
slice from the side of the hole, all the way to the 
hole bottom using your digging tool. Remove this 
soil slice and put it in a pail. This can be seen 
below in Figure 3. Remove any live grass, large

roots, or other plant material from the slice. Repeat this process 15 times, randomly spaced apart in your sampling 
region. Figure 1 and 2 above use colored circles to display how to space apart your sampling locations in each 
region for your sample. Try to stay away from areas where the soil is not representative of the rest of the yard. This 
would include under trees and along gravel driveways.

Submitting the sample: With the samples collected, thoroughly mix all 15 
together in the pail from the sampling region. From this mix, you will submit 3 
cups of soil in a quart ziplock bag and return the rest to your yard.  You will 
need to choose a soil testing laboratory for your sample.  Follow the submission 
process of bag labeling and appropriate paperwork of your chosen laboratory.
For the convenience of our extension clients, ISU Extension and Outreach Office 
of Dubuque County is providing the submission sheet for the Soil Testing and 
Research Analytical Laboratory at the University of Minnesota.  The submission 
sheet can be found at this webpage: https://www.extension.ia state.edu/
dubuque/content/dubuque-county-soil-testing-resources If sending to the 
University of Minnesota, please read and fill out in the submission sheet entirely.  
They ask that you write your name, address, and a 4-letter identifier on your soil 
sample bag.  Most gardeners get the results they need from the “regular test” 
option for $17 available on the submission sheet.  Send your soil sample, submission sheet, and check for $17 in a 
sturdy box to the University of Minnesota address on the submission sheet.

Questions on sample collection: Can be directed to the ISU Extension and Outreach Office of Dubuque County by 
calling (563) 583-6496. A supporting YouTube video on taking a soil sample can be found at the following link that is 
case sensitive: https://youtu.be/JLkEdxnqMjs Kit created by Ray Kruse in 2019, revised Nov. 2020.
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Figure 1. Property with a 
backyard vegetable garden
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Figure 2. Property with no 
backyard vegetable garden
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Figure 3. Taking the sample
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