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The more we know 
about the birds in 

our care, the better 
we are as Wildlife 

Rehabilitators

Understanding 

feathers and 

the important 

role they play    

in the avian 

world will 

help us help 

them



Functions: What feathers do

¸ Protect and insulate the 

body

¸ Aid in camouflage

¸ Communicate behavior

¸ Make flight possible

¸ Assist in recognition of 

age

¸ Assist in recognition of 

sex

¸ Assist in recognition of 

species



How birds 
maintain 
feathers

¸Bathing

¸Preening

¸Molting



Preening

¸ ñPreening is the basic and most important 

single act that a bird performs in the care of his 

feathers.ò (Simmons, 1964)

¸ Removes oil, dirt, parasites & feather sheaths

¸ Uropygial gland (preen or oil gland) helps in 

maintenance and  waterproofing

¸ Anting (insecticide, fungicide, or bactericide)





Handling disrupts 
feathers; induce 
preening behavior 
by misting once 
in outdoor 
enclosure



Water proofing





Molting

¸ Exchange of worn 
feathers for new ones

¸ Typically occurs 
annually & gradually

¸ Seasonal molts

¸ Takes 4-8 weeks for a 
feather to completion

¸ Tends to be bilaterally 
symmetrical









Tail-less



How feathers grow

¸ Feathers are keratin (mostly protein) structures 

grown by papillae in the skin

¸ Hereditary genes determine the color & shape

¸ Blood is supplied while feather is growing

¸ They thrust out through follicles in the skin

¸ They emerge with a thin-layered covering 

called the sheath

¸ The sheath is preened off as the feather grows





The follicles & tracts



Feather sheath







Types 

of 

feathers





Powder down & feather sheaths



Down Feathers



Contour 
feathers



Bristle 
Feathers



Filoplume


