
RURAL LAND ACCESS

Soil Scorecard Handout 

BEGINNING
FARMERS

Site to assess soils 
Handouts 
Shovel 

Alternate Supplies
Zoom or other online meeting
room
Google documents or other
online document sharing tool
Each participant would need a
handout and a site to assess
on their own 

SUPPLIES NEEDED

KEY TERMS

Soil drainage

How quickly water drains from the
soil. Sand drains fast and clay drains
slowly. Using compost and cover
crops with deep roots improve
drainage. 

Soil erosion

Soil can be moved by wind and
water, known as erosion. Improving
organic matter and keeping soil
covered by cover crops or mulch
reduce erosion.  

Organic matter

Soil organic matter was once living, like
manure, compost, or crop residues.
Organic matter improves soil health by
feeding soil life, releasing nutrients and
improving drainage and water holding
during droughts.

Soil texture

Texture is how the soil feels. There
are three soil textures: sand, silt and
clay. Loam is a mix of two or three
types. Knowing your soil texture
helps you to better manage drainage
and nutrients.

Soil hard-pan

If soil is tilled or plowed  or rototilled
repeatedly, a hardened layer can
form, keeping water from draining
and blocking root growth.

Cover crops

Cover crops are grown to improve
soil. Cover crops hold nutrients,
compete with weeds, increase
organic matter, fix nitrogen &
improve drainage and water holding
in soils.
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Introduction to Rural Land Access 
Land Access

Step 1: Walk a farmsite with the group and see what you notice about the soil. 
Step 2: Use the Soil Scorecard to look at a few items in each color category with the full
group:

For Soil Life  
Start by looking for Worms 

Work with the farmers in your group to decide if the soil is Poor, Fair, Average,
Good or Excellent. The scorecard will give you hints of what to look for! 
Ask lots of questions 

Choose one other characteristic to look at if there is time. Residue is a good choice!
 For Soil Observation

Start by looking at the Soil Texture
Work with the farmers in your group to decide if the soil is Sand, Silt, Clay, Loam,
Muck or another soil type. 
Then decide if the soil is Poor, Fair, Average, Good or Excellent. This may depend
on your favorite soil types and what you plan to raise on this field..... 
Ask lots of questions 
Choose one other characteristic to look at if there is time. Erosion or Compaction
might be a good choice!

Continue through other sections to discuss 1 item from each section with the group:
Water
Refuse
Plant Observations
Soil Test Results

Ask how to calculate the results before you split into small groups to finish the
scorecard.

Step 3: In small groups, finish several other sections of the soil scorecard as time allows.
Step 4: Use the Soil Scorecard at your farmsite. Don’t hesitate to contact a mentor, the
class coordinator or a farmer in your circle or to google a word if you’re not sure how to
judge one of the soil characteristics. 
Step 5: Plan to talk to a farmer about what you found and discuss what you want to do to
improve your soil. It is also a great idea to talk to another person who has used the Soil
Scorecard to find out about what they learned. 

How do you do this?
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Land Access

What does it mean for my farm?

Discuss what you learned from your Sol Scorecard with a fellow farmer. 
What did you learn about your soil?
What are some good or excellent features of their soil? 
What problems did you see in your soil?
What can you do to improve your soil? 
What new farming practices do you want to try?
Is there any funding from NRCS to address the Resource Concerns (erosion, soil
compaction, etc.) that you noticed in your soil? 

Discuss with someone else who used the Soil Scorecard on their farm.  
What did they learn about their soil?
What are some good or excellent features of their soil? 
What problems did they see in your soil?
What can you do to improve your soil? 
What new farming practices do you want to try?
Is there any funding from NRCS to address the Resource Concerns (erosion, soil
compaction, etc.) that you noticed in your soil?


