
 

Ways To Deal With Challenging Soil Conditions 
 
Talk about starting at the root of the problem . . . garden soil is much more than just 
simple dirt. Our soil is actually a complex mixture of mineral particles, organic 
material, moisture, living organisms, and chemical nutrients that give life to our 
greenery. 

Soil can be divided into three main types: clays, loams and sands. Loams come 
midway between clays and sands and are the most desirable. They are usually easy 
to work and provide ideal conditions for plants. Clay and sand each have special 
characteristics that can make them difficult soils to work, and it can take several 
years to turn them into easily-managed growing mediums. 

Consider what type of soil that you have. 

 A clay soil feels smooth and sticky and sticks to shoes.  Blacking clay soils 
hold water very tightly and drain slowly relative to sandy soils. 

 A sandy soil is gritty and will not stay in a ball. Water drains quickly through 
sandy soil relative to clay soil since it has large pore spaces.  

 A loam (silt) soil feels partly gritty and partly smooth. It forms a ball that 
breaks easily when squeezed.  This type of soil is both easy to work AND has 
a high water holding capacity. 

 

 
If you are not sure what type of soil you have, and love conducting experiments, 
you can use the jar test to determine the percentages of sand silt, and clay. Once 



the percentages are calculated, the soil textural triangle can be used to 
determine the soil type.  Use this link Jar test for soil type to see exactly how to 
perform a soil classification test using a jar.  Within this link is also a link to a 
calculator that will help you determine exactly what kind of soil you do have. 
 

 

 

Amending your soil with organic matter 

The main consideration in improving sandy soils is to incorporate as much organic 
matter (compost) as possible (2 -4 inches) to supply humus. The humus acts as a 
sponge and ensures adequate moisture is available to roots during dry periods. 
Apply plenty of organic matter every year for it quickly disappears in this type of 
soil.  Compost also creates the perfect habitat for microorganisms which are key to 
good soil.  
 
Another inexpensive source of organic matter is cover crops. They are grown for the 
purpose of turning them into the soil. Cover crops are sown in beds and tilled in just 
as they begin to flower. Common winter cover crops include crimson clover, hairy 
vetch, & mustard. Summer cover crops include buckwheat, cowpeas, & pearl millet. 
 
 
Compost is also good for clay soil!   
 
Again, compost saves the day. Who would have thought? Increasing the organic 
matter from the 1% level commonly found in cultivated Oklahoma soils to 3-5% will 
cause clay soils to act more like loam-textured soils. The clay soils will not crust or 
get hard when dry and will store more water and needed nutrients if an adequate 
amount of organic matter is present in the soil. 

https://www.tulsamastergardeners.org/lawn--garden-help/soil-classification.html


If your soil still contains stubborn clay, you will need to start early next winter! Dig 
clay soils in early winter (November to mid-December) so that frosts can break 
them down throughout the winter. Frosts will make a heavy soil more crumbly and, 
therefore, far easier to cultivate in the spring.  

Acidity or Alkalinity? 

Besides the texture of your soil, another variable is your soil pH.  An OSU soil test 
will help in identifying whether nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium exist at 
desirable levels in your soil. A soil test provides a great starting point for your 
garden’s soil improvement! 

Additional helpful links: 
 
Oklahoma Homeowner's Handbook for Soil and Nutrient Management 
How to Get a Good Soil Sample 
Improving Garden Soil Fertility  
Soil Texture Analysis - The Jar Test  
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.tulsamastergardeners.org/lawn--garden-help/ewExternalFiles/soil%20test%20instructions.pdf
http://factsheets.okstate.edu/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/E-1003-Soil-manual-2016.pdf
http://factsheets.okstate.edu/documents/pss-2207-how-to-get-a-good-soil-sample/
http://pods.dasnr.okstate.edu/docushare/dsweb/Get/Document-2659/F-6007web.pdf
https://hgic.clemson.edu/factsheet/soil-texture-analysis-the-jar-test/

