
Cyndi Smith
CBBS 12 March 2020

Molt & Ageing 
Passerines



Molt & ageing passerines

• Some definitions

• How to use plumage & molt to age birds

• Calendar year & WRP age classification systems

• Characteristics to look for in plumage

• How to use Pyle

• Look at wing photos for some common species but 
different age/sex classes
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Feather tracts

Learn these!!

tertials

carpal 

covert

alula covert



• Plumage: 

• Feathers that cover a bird & the pattern, colour & 
arrangement of those feathers

• Juvenal plumage:

• First feathers grown for leaving the nest

• Formative plumage:

• Feather generation between juvenal & adult

• Definitive basic plumage:

• Adult plumage which does not discernably change further 
with age

• Molt: 

• The regular, ordered growth & replacement of feathers

• The name of the molt indicates the next plumage

• E.g., pre-formative molt leads to formative plumage



• Extent of molt (what is replaced):

• Complete: all feathers

• Incomplete: most to all body feathers & coverts & some 
flight feathers

• Partial: most to all body feathers & some to all coverts

• Limited: some body feathers but no covert or flight 
feathers

• Molt limit: 

• boundary between replaced & retained wing & tail 
feathers

• Pseudolimit: 

• A gradient or change in colour in a feather tract that looks 
like a molt limit but is not
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Typical molt sequence

tertials



Complex Basic Strategy (CBS)

prejuvenal

juvenal



Complex Alternate Strategy (CAS)

prejuvenal

juvenal





NOTE on using P code 

P = bird in molt. For HYs bird can 

be in body-feather molt; for AHYs 

it should be in primary molt.
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What to look for …
• Difference in feather quality between juvenal & adult

• Shape of feathers: juvenal vs adult

• Fault bars vs growth bars in rectrices

• Molt in alula feathers

• Change in colour of feathers

• Difference in shaft colour

• Feather wear

• Step in secondary coverts

• Look at partially closed wing as well as open wing



Feather texture



Rectrix shape



Primary shape



Primary 
covert
shape



Fault bars & growth bars





“Step” in secondary coverts



Closed wing
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WRP = FCF

First Cycle

Mid-Cycle

Formative

Calendar age = SY or 5









Body plumage WIWA
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When in doubt … take photos
Taking open wing images – PYLE - 2011

• Study your photos

• Compare to websites such as Piranga

• Check with other BICs


