Exercise 1. Reading and Understanding a Soil Test Report for Phosphorus
Due to changes over time in soil testing processes and reporting there are a number of ways that soil
test level phosphorus is expressed on reports. While a bit confusing, a quick look for three key items can
make the soil test understandable and a recommendation can confidently be determined.
The three items to identify are:

1) Is P reported as elemental P or some other form?
Fortunately the majority of soil test (99%) will be reported as “P” or “Phosphorus” which
indicates the elemental form.
If you see a reported value as “P2O5” do not use this value with recommendation charts. Stop
and call the lab for a corrected copy expressed as Elemental P.

2) What Units are used with the P value?
Common report units with a soil test are:
a. Pound per acre expressed as “lb/A”, “lbs/A”, “pounds/A” or other expression.
b. Parts per million expressed as “ppm”, “PPM” or “mg/kg”
To convert pounds per acre to parts per million:
60 pounds per acre ÷ 2 = 30 parts per million
To convert pounds per acre to pounds per acre:
30 parts per million X 2 = 60 pounds per acre

3) What Extractant is being used to express the P value?
There are two common extractants which are solutions mixed with the soil to determine the
phosphorus content. While both are good test, they do not result in equal soil test values.
a. Bray P1 expressed as “P1”, “P-P1” or “Bray P1”.
b. Mehlich III expressed as “P-M3”, “M III”, “Mehlich 3” or “Mehlich III”.
c. If other terms are used that are not Bray P1 or Mehlich III call the lab.

As you review your soil test reports, if you cannot identify the information in 1-3
above, call the lab for clarification.

1

Use the four example soil test reports below to identify the phosphorus units and extractant reported.
Complete the table on page 2 with your results.

2

Use the four example soil test reports on the previous page to identify the phosphorus units and
extractants reported to complete the table below. Put an X next to the Extractant and units used then
fill in the soil test number value.

Exercise 1 Summary Table:
Measure

Report 1

Report 2

Report 3

Report 4

Bray P1
Mehlich III
Parts per million
Pounds per acre
Soil test number
Once complete notice that the 4 numbers you see all represent the same P soil test value
if all the conversions are done. They all convert to a 10 ppm soil test value.
Just taking a soil test value to a recommendation table, and not recognizing the
differences in the values, can give you the wrong recommendation resulting in added
cost or more critical a yield loss. If we take the soil test values above directly to Table 13
and use the nutrient recommendation for 170 bushel corn. We get the following
recommendations…
Recommendation:

65

0

3

90

65

Exercise 1 Summary Table: Answer Key and Explanation
Measure

Report 1

Report 2

Bray P1
Mehlich III

X

Parts per million

X

Report 4
X

X
X
X

Pounds per acre
Soil test number

Report 3
X

A

X

22

44

10

20

65

0

90

65

Use Bray P1 column on Table
13 (Below) for 170 bushel corn.
Recommendation:

A

B

B

The Soil Test report values here represent the same soil test level once all the
conversion are done to a Bray P1 standard reporting in PPM.
If the soil test numbers are taken directly to the chart without consideration of the
units or the extractant reported you could have 3 different fertilizer rates for a
recommendation when the actual soil test value is the same. The zero recommendation
has a high risk of reduced yield.
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