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Jeanette Beranger 
How to Build a Better Chicken 

 
Great Big Ideas & Takeaways: 
  
So you've been keeping chickens and want to take the next step by breeding them?  
In this session you will learn the basics of setting up a breeder flock and how to 
determine which birds have the potential to be the most productive and why meeting 
breed standards is important. Over time you can make great improvements to your 
flock and ultimately do right by your chosen breed and improve profitability. 
 

• See an example of taking a chicken breed & improving it.  
• Tips for evaluating and assessing your breeding stock. 
• The #1 most important habit you need to succeed at chicken breeding. 
• How to determine the egg-laying capacity of a hen!  
• Marking your birds for accurate record-keeping.  
• Leg bands vs. wing bands—which is the better choice?  
• How to breed a large flock with a SMALL amount of land.  
• Where to locate heritage chicken breeds.  
• How to structure communal breeding partnerships—so everyone wins!  

About The Speaker:  
 
Jeannette Beranger is the Senior Program Manager for The Livestock Conservancy and 
has 30+ years’ experience working as an animal professional, using her knowledge to 
plan and implement breed conservation programs across the country.  
 
At home, she maintains a heritage breeds farm with a focus on rare breed chickens and 
she was recently named one of Country Women Magazine's "45 Amazing Country 
Woman" for her work in conserving endangered breeds. 
 
You’re Invited To Learn More Here: 
http://www.livestockconservancy.org  
  

http://www.thegrownetwork.com/
http://www.thegrownetwork.com
http://www.livestockconservancy.org/


 

TheGrowNetwork.com 

 
Marjory: [music playing] Hello and welcome to the Mother Earth News online 

homesteading summit. This is Marjorie Wildcraft, your host. 
 

 Our next presentation answers a question I have long had. I learned a lot from 
this one and that is, if you're raising animals, especially chickens, you come to 
this point where you start selecting some because you either process them for 
meat or whatever but how do you know which ones are the good ones and 
which ones are the bad ones? I really couldn't have told you. I mean, I didn't 
know. I learned so much in this one. This is very practical. I love everything that 
the Livestock Conservancy puts out. There's just really solid information. 
 

 Jeanette Berringer has done numerous presentations with us at different 
summit's Jeanette is the senior program manager for the Livestock Conservancy 
and she has 30 years of experience working as an animal professional. She uses 
the knowledge to plan and implement breed conservation programs across the 
country and she walks the talk because at home she maintains a heritage breeds 
farm with a focus on rare breed chickens and she was recently named one of 
Country Women Magazine's 45 amazing country women for her work in 
conserving endangered breeds. Yes, she really is an amazing woman. 
 

 Jeanette almost shows up at every Mother Earth News fair that they present. So 
if you attend a fair, you'll get to see her in person, definitely shake her hand, 
give her a hug and tell her Marjorie sent you. 
 

 Here's Jeanette on how to build a better chicken. 
 

Jeannette: Hi all, this is Jeanette Berringer with the livestock conservancy and I'm here 
today to talk about building a better chicken, or as I like to say, how to tell if you 
have a great chicken or not. 
 

 To give you a little background on who we are, the livestock conservancy is a 
non-profit based in North Carolina. We're a national organization and we're 
dedicated to protecting endangered breeds of livestock and poultry from 
extinction and it's really about preserving genetic diversity for the future of 
agriculture. 
 

 Genetic diversity is really important to everyone and if we put it in simple terms 
you can imagine the breeds as kind of a stock portfolio for agriculture. You don't 
want to put all of your investments in just one stock. You want to have diversity 
because if something happens to that one stock, at least you've got something 
to fall back on. 
 

 A great example of how things can go really wrong is the Irish potato famine 
where most folks raised the lumper potato because it was very productive, easy 
to grow. Unfortunately, it was quite vulnerable to a particular fungus they called 
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the blight and it wiped out the entire crop and everybody that was raising 
lumpers lost everything. Million people died. It was only the people that raised 
other potato varieties that were able to survive and make a living. 
 

 The type of chickens we're going to focus on today are heritage breed chickens 
and just so people understand what we mean when we say "heritage", this is a 
breed that has a long history in the US. They breed naturally. Some of the 
commercial birds may not be able to breed naturally anymore because it's so 
big. They must be able to thrive outdoors and on pasture and have a long 
natural lifespan and come from purebred parent and grandparent stock. That 
means no commercial hybrids. 
 

 One way we were able to conserve heritage breeds is by giving them their job 
back and for a lot of heritage chickens that are out there, it's been a long time 
since they've been in production and most are show birds or pet birds or hobby 
birds and what we're going to discuss today is how to determine which animals 
are going to be the best animals to serve as your breeders for the following 
season. By the end of this, you should be able to go out into your flock and pick 
out the birds that can have the best production potential and you'll also be able 
to weed out birds that maybe aren't appropriate as breeders. We're going to go 
over some very simple methodology. It's not rocket science. It's really going to 
make improvements in your flock. 
 

 Your first stop in understanding, "Where do I start?" It's going to be the 
Standard of Perfection and this is a book that's put out by the American Poultry 
Association and in it describes in great detail what breeds should look like. It 
talks about color, it talks about eyes, it talks about feathering and confirmation 
and every little detail you can think about on a chicken is in this book. The 
important thing to remember about this book is when these standards were 
written, they were done at a time when these birds were still in production and 
the standards were created by a group of people that knew this breed best and 
knew how to make it shine. This really is the gold standard you want to shoot 
for when you're selecting your birds. You can get used copies on Amazon. You 
can buy a new copy off of the APA website. It's a really great, handy tool for a 
chicken breeder and that's really the first stop you make when trying to 
understand what your birds should look like. 
 

 Inside the book there's also some often overlooked information at the 
beginning. It talks a bit about bird confirmation and what's happening under the 
feathers. These are some of the techniques we're going to talk about as we 
move forward with this. If you get the standard, don't just skip over the front. 
It's got some really great information in the front to help you understand 
chicken anatomy and what to look for in an inferior bird. 
 

 Another great resource of information is the book The Call of the Hen. The 
author, Walter Hogan, happened to be good friends with Jack London and 
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London suggested that he had some success with a book of a similar title. So 
The Call of the Hen came to be. Hogan was a poultry-man's poultry-man. He was 
very well respected. He did a lot of writing. What's really interesting about him 
is he was actually a textile man by trade and because of that trade, he was able 
to develop a tactile ability to be able to judge thickness and widths very easily 
and very accurately. We'll be going through a lot of the techniques that he 
described in the book, but he was so good at evaluating his birds, he could 
actually judge within ten eggs of how many eggs a chicken was going to lay in a 
year. He was really, really good at it. Get yourself a copy. It's free online. You 
can get a used copy although there are some reprints out there but I find that 
the graphics aren't quite as good with the reprints but it's a wonderful resource 
that you should take advantage of. 
 

 For today's discussion, we're going to refer to the Buckeye as the breed that 
we're going to recover. This breed was part of a really successful project that we 
launched about ten, eleven years ago. At the time the Buckeye was critically 
endangered. You were seeing a few in the show ring but no one had seen a 
really good Buckeye in a long time. We decided this was a really great candidate 
for a recovery project. You'll see in the photo's how we made our progress with 
the breed and it was very successful in that there are a lot of people keeping 
and talking about Buckeye's now but you know, it was a bit of a long road to get 
them to where they are today. 
 

 To construct a good flock, you really have to start with good diverse genetics 
and we were fortunate, we had a very well-known chicken breeder, Don 
Schrider on staff and he served as kind of our hatchery. He was able, through his 
poultry connections, to acquire birds from four different blood lines. Our first 
year we hatched out about 250 chicks, which we dispersed to several breeders 
that were helping us with the project. The big thing about getting good birds is 
the numbers. The more birds you can get on the ground, the quicker you're 
going to be able to see results. In the end we hatched nearly 1,000 chicks that 
were distributed by the conservancy. It was after that that we really started to 
see a difference. Of course, we didn't get 1,000 birds overnight. This was over a 
period of three and four years. By the end we really made significant progress 
with the breed. 
 

 One of the most important things that you can do for your flock is to keep really 
good records. You can start that process from the day those birds are hatched. 
We like to toe punch our birds and this does not hurt them. There's no blood. 
It's an easy way to identify birds for their entire lives. If you do this as one or 
two day old chicks, it doesn't hurt them at all. What it is punching a little hole 
into the web of one of their feet so as they grow, you're going to see that hole 
or that indentation for the rest of your life. You can also know what their 
pedigrees are. It's really important, if you can, to keep track of your genetics 
because over time you're going to see trends within bloodlines and know what 
crosses are going to be the most beneficial, so forth and so on. We do have a 
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toe punch pedigree chart on our website at LivestockConservancy.org and you 
can download the PDF from our website if you want a copy. 
 

 If you'd started with chicks you're going to need them to grow out a bit before 
you can start assessing them. The earliest I like to assess is around eight weeks 
of age but sometimes some birds can fool you and they can catch up to the 
others by the time they're about 16 weeks of age. I like to assess around 14 to 
20 weeks. It depends on the breed but you want them to get some size on 
them. There will be times where it maybe you have to wait almost a year before 
you can really evaluate a bird for its full potential. 
 

 Slow growing large birds like Jersey Giants, you really are not going to be able to 
tell who are they truly superior roosters until they're about a year old. For most 
animals you can judge them at around, like I said, anywhere between the 14 and 
20-week of age. You're going to compare apples to apples so you want to be 
comparing the same breed, the same sex and they have to be the same age. 
Unless you really, really are familiar with the breed, it's going to be really hard 
to judge one bird against another if they're different ages and so forth. That's 
where you're going to start out is apples to apples and you're going to have a 
much better evaluation that way. 
 

 Again, record keeping is a must. As you're evaluating, you want to write down 
all of the data you're accumulating. Even for birds that you might not be 
keeping, it's great to make note of what was wrong with them? Did you get a lot 
of crooked backs or crooked toes? Were they too light or what have you? 
There's a really good evaluation form that's also on our website that you can 
download the PDF from. Keep records because it's going to be great to go back 
and learn from previous years. 
 

 Once you get the birds in hand, the first thing you're going to take a look at is 
that scull. You want a really nice wide scull because if they have a wide scull 
then typically that characteristic is going to follow down the rest of the body. If 
they've got a wide head then they're going to have a good heart girth and a 
good pelvis, but not all the time. There's still a lot you need to look at under the 
feathers. If you were to judge one thing, typically you're going to have better 
success with birds with the broader heads than with the narrow sculls. You can 
see these two birds here. They're the same sex, the same age, but there's a very 
different story between the two birds. The one on the left is quite narrow and 
the one on the right is nice and broad. Obviously, we've already got a front 
runner here. 
 

 Following the head, we take a look at the heart girth but before we take a look 
at that, it's really important to have the bird positioned properly so that you can 
assess this accurately. Sometimes if the legs are really behind them or really 
forward, it can give you a false impression on what's going on around the heart 
girth. Make sure the legs are placed somewhere in the middle so that you get a 
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true representation of what that girth is going to be. 
 

 Now with the bird properly positioned, you can take your fingers and you're 
going to go where the wing meets the body. You're going to slide your fingers 
down the sides of the rib cage there and get a sense of how wide it is. A lot of 
times, it's helpful if you have several birds lined up so if you can recruit a couple 
of buddies to hold birds for you, it's going to make it easier for you because you 
can go back and forth between multiple birds very easily and be able to 
determine which ones are wider than the others. The important thing to 
remember about heart girth is a wide heart girth means it's got plenty of room 
for heart and lungs. You're going to have a better chance for stronger 
respiratory and circulatory systems. This means overall the bird has better 
potential to be a very productive bird. 
 

 I find naked chicken pictures are very useful in helping people to visualize what 
we're talking about. Again, here's that heart girth measurement minus the 
feathers so you can get a better understanding of where we're talking about. 
Again, it's right where the wings meet the body and down the sides of the rib 
cage to measure heart girth. 
 

 We're going to continue our journey down the chicken's body to the southern 
end and look at the pelvis. Like the heart girth, you want a nice wide pelvis 
because it shows good capacity. In this case it's going to be for reproductive 
organs and digestive organs. A wider pelvis is going to be more desirable than a 
narrow one. You can clearly see a difference here that the one on the left is 
much narrower than the one on the right. 
 

 To help you visualize, here's a shot without the feathers of that same 
measurement of the pelvis. 
 

 We also want to pay attention to skeletal structure and one of the more 
common problems that you'll encounter with chickens is curvy backs or sloping 
backs. You want to take the heel of your hand and press gently along the top of 
the bird and that back should be nice and flat. It's also desirable to have a long 
back not really, really short and you also don't want to have any sloping towards 
the pelvis. You want to have it consistently straight all the way across. Again, 
this is one of the more common problems. I also like to feel along the top of the 
back because sometimes you can have a little bit of curvature to the spine. Flat 
back, straight spine. 
 

 In taking a side view of the chicken, we're now looking at body depth. How wide 
are they from the top of the back to the tip of the keel. It's really useful to have 
several birds side by side to take a look at this. This also related to capacity. A 
nice, deep bird is going to have good capacity for all those internal organs. 
 

 Now we're going to flip the bird and take a look at the keel. There are a couple 
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things we're looking for. First, we want to make sure the keel, or breastbone, is 
straight. You don't want any curvy keels. You don't want divots. You don't want 
the keel flopping over one side more than the other. You want it nice and 
straight. The other thing is you want to feel for the fleshing. Especially if it's 
going to be a meat birds, you want birds that are well fleshed. That meat, we 
want it to come all the way to the tip of the keel. When you're evaluating young 
birds, obviously they haven't finished fleshing out yet but if you're evaluating 
meat birds at 16 weeks to 20 weeks, by then the meat should be coming all the 
way to the tip of the keel. This gives you a great idea of which birds are going to 
be better meat birds over others. 
 

 One thing I should mention is that I've seen a lot of times where I would go to 
assess a flock and notice that every bird has divots in their keels. Very often this 
happens with heavier bodied birds that don't have appropriate perching. If you 
go to take a look at your flock and every single bird has a little divot on their 
keel, it's probably because you don't have appropriate perching. It's either too 
narrow or the birds just have been perching at a place that they like but might 
not necessarily be good for them. With heavy bodied, fast growing birds, when 
their bones are somewhat soft and still growing, divots can be produced pretty 
easily. I just wanted to mention that in case you find all your birds have a 
problem, check your perching. 
 

 Taking a look at this assessment another way, without feathers. You can see 
here this bird had a definite problem on the keel. It's curved and sticking out 
kind of funny so he obviously was not going to be kept as a breeder. 
 

 Believe it or not, you can actually determine egg laying capacity in your birds 
with a couple of simple measurements. These are measurements you're going 
to do for both males and females. Obviously the males aren't going to lay eggs 
but they can pass on capacity to their daughters. What you're going to do is 
you're going to take a measurement of fingers. One finger, two fingers or three 
fingers or more. You're going place them right underneath the pelvic arch or the 
pubic bone and that's the bone that's on either side of the cloaca, you know, the 
butt hole and then you're going to reach down to the bottom of the keel. 
 

 This here's a Leghorn and they've got really great egg laying capacity so you can 
easily get three fingers there. An important thing is that, when you're comparing 
birds, it should be the same person doing the comparison so there's no 
difference in size of fingers. You're going to feel this ... Also this is a useful thing 
to do if you're trying to figure out who is in lay and typically when the birds are 
in lay this measurement is going to get quite large. Then when they're out of lay 
it's going to diminish a bit. When you're feeling these birds you can also 
determine who's actually laying or not. 
 

 Here's that measurement again without the feathers. This bird, if you can 
visualize it, it's on its back. This is the rear end pointing towards us and the chest 
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is up. The bottom finger is resting on the pelvic bone and the top finger is 
resting up against the end of the keel. 
 

 The second measurement you're going to do to help determine your chicken's 
capacity for egg laying is going to be the width of the pelvic arch. That is the 
bone on either side of the cloaca or butt hole and you want to have a good 
width there. It's a finger measurement, one, two or three fingers. For birds that 
are not in lay this is going to be a fairly narrow distance but once they get in lay 
that distance actually spreads. The bones soften and they develop more space 
to be able to pass the eggs. If you've ever seen eggs that are long and skinny and 
you're wondering what's going on, that often happens because the bones of the 
pelvic arch will curve inward. This is not a desirable thing. This is something else 
you want to feel for. You're feeling for width but you're also feeling if that bone 
is really curvy and curving in towards the center of the cloaca. You don't want 
that. You want those bones to be fairly straight and that's a common problem 
we see with chickens. If you find that you're getting those long and narrow eggs, 
I bet you anything, if you go through your coop you're going to find a hen that's 
got curvature in the pelvic arch. 
 

 Here's our naked chicken picture of that same measurement of the pelvic arch. 
The bird is on its back, stomach up and this is the rear end of the bird. 
 

 Now that we've assessed your birds from the north end all the way to the south, 
one of the last things you're going to do is take weights. Sometimes if you have 
a load of birds that are equally nice, sometimes weight's going to be the final 
determining factor as to which ones you're going to keep or not. Again, refer 
back to the APA Standard of Perfection for the weights that you need to shoot 
for. Make sure that you've got a decent scale. I bought a really nice fishing scale 
for like $10 online. It's really accurate, really easy. I also find kitty litter boxes 
are great for weighing chickens. They seem to fit better in those square buckets 
rather than round buckets. Also, I often will keep the tops on them so the birds 
will remain quiet in there while I'm trying to get a weight on them. It's really 
easy, cheap way to do it and it's going to be really useful information for you. 
 

 Now you've evaluated your entire flock and you've decided who you're going to 
keep or who you're going to pass on. You want to identify those birds, that's 
going to be very important, so that you can keep track of that animal's progress 
and pedigree. One of the easiest ways is wing banding. This is another method, 
it does not hurt them in any way. Most birds don't even flinch when you do it. 
Wing banding you do at the part of the wing where it meets the body and 
you've got a really fleshy area there where you can put the band. You want to 
make sure the band's not right up against the edge of the wing. You want to 
give a little space so that the birds can grow. Most birds don't even flinch when 
they're being banded. It's a really great way to permanently mark that animal. It 
will not interfere with processing so if you ID'd a bird and down the line you've 
decided it's not going to work out, don't worry about the wing band. You can 
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process that bird and the band won't affect what you're doing. Again, good 
record keeping is going to be crucial. 
 

 If you want to go with leg bands, those are fine, too. I just find that if you've got 
fast growing birds and large birds, you're going to have to pay really close 
attention to those leg bands so that they don't squeeze on the bird’s legs as 
they grow into it. That can cut off circulation. It can cut into the leg. They're 
easier to see but I just prefer the wing bands but that's a personal choice. 
 

 One of the biggest challenges is building capacity in your breeding program and 
not everybody can raise 100 birds in one season just to whittle out the top 10% 
that will be breeders for next year. Sometimes you can recruit people. There are 
a lot of folks that don't want to breed chickens but maybe want to raise some 
for a back yard flock or they just want a few meat birds that they're going to 
process at the end of the season. What I've done, I recruit people to receive 
chicks that I'll give at either no cost or low cost with the stipulation that at 
around the age that they're going to be processed that I can come and evaluate 
them and choose maybe two or three birds that can come back into the 
breeding program. It's a win/win for me because I can get more birds on the 
ground and it's a win/win for the people that help me out because they've got 
the chickens they need but don't have to worry about maintaining a breeding 
flock. 
 

 If you're working in partnership with people you really need to agree on a 
number of things before you enter that partnership and you certainly want to 
agree on what kind of husbandry you're going to have on these birds. 
Husbandry really is going to affect how they grow out. If somebody's going to 
try and cut corners or do things more cheaply, it's going to affect growth rates. 
You want to agree upon what attributes are you going to cull for. What kind of 
feed are you going to use? For the bigger birds a higher protein diet is going to 
help them grow out better but it's more expensive. You've got to agree, are you 
all going to feed the same thing? What kind of environment are you going to 
raise them in? Is one person going to keep them just in a chicken coup or is 
everybody going to raise them on pasture? Where are you planning to market 
the birds? Are you going to sell individually? Are you going to sell together? You 
just want to have everything on the table to start with so that there are no 
disagreements down the line. 
 

 The Livestock Conservancy can help you with your efforts in a number of ways. 
We do a lot of education, we've got lots of materials on our website. We also 
provide technical support for farmers so you can call the office if you've got a 
question and we help farmers connect with consumers as a member you can 
have free classified ads and we get a ton of web traffic on our website. We're 
one of the very few places where people go looking for heritage breeds. As a 
member you're also included in the print and electronic breeders and products 
directory. There's a lot of benefits of being a member. 
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 That about wraps it up. If you need to reach us, this is our contact information. 

We are here five days a week. We do answer phones, we do return emails and 
we're happy to help you in any effort that you have with poultry. Even if it's not 
heritage breed specific, we get a lot of folks that just have plain old chicken 
questions. Feel free to give us a call. 
 

 Thank you all for taking time to listen to my chicken program and good luck with 
your chicken endeavors. 
 

Speaker 1: So there we go. Wasn't that great? I mean that whole thing and measuring the 
pelvis and measuring from the core bone, that's pretty cool. I wasn't using the 
right technology there was I? Anyway, click on the button to the right to get 
over to the Livestock Conservancy. That organization could definitely use your 
help and support. They are the source for finding some really great rare breeds, 
why not pick up a breed and decide to make it your own. 
 

 I loved how Jeanette talked about how you can do that even if you don't have a 
lot of land. How you can do that in cooperation with others. The Livestock 
Conservancy is really working hard to preserve these older breeds and I 
definitely support their work wholeheartedly. 
 

 We have a lot of other wonderful presentations on this Mother Earth online 
homesteading summit. A whole bunch on chickens. I hope you're going to join 
me for another one. I'll talk to you in just a minute then. 
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