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Module 4Learning about life on the farm and in the countryside

Poultry

Lesson objectives:
To revise material covered in previous modules. To become aware of the basic life processes of laying and 
hatching. To introduce the concept of free-range chicken farming. 

Teacher guidelines
It is suggested that teachers ensure that students are familiar with the vocabulary and concepts introduced 
in the previous modules before starting this lesson.

Keywords and concepts introduced in previous modules:
poultry      chicken      turkey      duck      goose      meat      eggs      feathers      flock      claw      

webbed feet      pecking      crop      gizzard

Birds that provide us with meat or eggs are called poultry, e.g. chickens, turkeys, ducks and geese. Ducks, 
geese and turkeys also provide us with feathers. Chickens and turkeys have claws for scratching. Ducks 
and geese have webbed feet to help them to swim. Birds do not have teeth. When chickens eat, the food 
passes unchewed through the mouth down into the crop. From here, it passes to the gizzard where tiny 
stones that the chicken has swallowed, help to grind it up.

Note: Previous modules have discussed the main types of poultry in Ireland i.e. the chicken, turkey, duck and 
goose, their main products and features. This module will focus on chickens, and in particular, the production 
of eggs and free-range farming.

Keywords for this lesson:
free-range  lay      fertilised      clutch      incubation      hatch      Omega-3

Free range chickens and hens 
Free-range describes a particular way of farming whereby poultry spend at least half of their life 
outdoors in the open-air. For chickens, this means that they can wander about outside in open fields, to 
peck and scratch on pastures of lush green grass, and take dust baths. You can buy free-range eggs and 
poultry meat in most supermarkets.

Chickens that are not free-range are kept indoors. These are referred to as ‘battery-cage’ hens, meaning 
they spend their entire productive lives in small cages. From 1st January 2012, battery cages became 
illegal, in all EU countries, including Ireland. As a result, free-range poultry products are now a popular 
choice for consumers. Although a little more expensive, free-range ensures that both eggs and poultry 
meat are produced to the highest animal welfare standards.

Fun facts!
Hens have limited vision. 

They fix on an object first with one 
eye then with the other eye to see it 
properly. That is why they jerk their 
heads from side to side and zigzag 

when  they walk!

Curriculum links:
• Science Living things
   Environmental awareness and care 
• Geography Human environments
• SPHE Myself and the wider world
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Production of eggs
Laying hens produce the eggs that we buy. Laying hens can lay up to 300 eggs a year, 
meaning that at certain times of the year, a hen can lay an egg every day. The eggs that we 
buy in the shops are pasteurised. Pasteurised eggs are cooked briefly at a high temperature 
and then cooled. This process reduces the risk of food-borne illnesses (Salmonella), making 
pasteurised eggs safer for people to eat. Eggs can be purchased whole (in cartons or 
boxes) or in liquid form, as well as being found in products such as omelettes, quiches, 
biscuits, mousses, custards meringues and cakes. It is important to know that the eggs we buy 
in the shops are not fertilised, so they would never develop into chicks.
Browsing the supermarket, you are likely to find eggs and poultry meat with the words ‘corn-fed’, and 
‘omega-3’ on the label. This produce is different from regular eggs and meat because the quality of the 
produce depends on the diet of the chicken. Corn-fed mean the chickens are predominantly fed corn as part 
of their diet. Omega-3 produce differs from regular produce because they’ve been enriched with essential 
fats. However, the amount and type of omega-3 fats found in eggs and meat varies depending on the 
diet the hens are fed. Omega-3 fats are good for our heart, brain and eyesight. Because our body cannot 
produce omega-3, we can only get it through our diet. Omega-3 is found naturally in plants, nut and fish oils 
(and algae) which can also be included in the diet of some animals, like chickens.

Hens and chicks
When a hen and the cockerel (rooster) mate, a fertilised egg develops. The hen lays one fertilised egg 
each day until she has a clutch of about 12 eggs. When the hen has laid her whole clutch, she settles down 
on the eggs to keep them warm. This is called incubation.
During this time, the fertilised egg will develop into a chick. If the eggs get cold, the developing chick will die. 
After about 21 days of incubation, the eggs hatch. The chick has a special hard tip on its beak called an “egg 
tooth”, which breaks the shell, allowing the chick to wriggle out. The egg tooth fall out soon after hatching.
Birds are not mammals and therefore young poultry do not get milk from their mothers. A few hours after 
hatching, the chick follows the mother hen and learns how to peck at food. (Contrast with farm animals that 
are mammals, see Sheep, Cattle and Pigs).

Suggested activities
•  Photocopy the activity sheet on page 46
•   Research and revise the female, male and young of the poultry birds discussed e.g. hen, cock, chick, goose, 

gander, gosling, duck, drake, duckling; and for the turkey – hen, stag, poult. This could be extended to include 
all other farm animals

•   Discuss the differences between mammals and poultry e.g. physical features, movement, how they feed 
•   Discuss how the poultry birds discussed have adapted to their environments e.g. webbed feet and claws. Compare 

this to other farm animals and humans
•   List six possible ways that eggs could be used and cooked as food
•   Discuss the differences between battery-cage, free-range and organic poultry farming systems. Why should we 

move away from old conventional farming methods? Discuss how we can identify the method of production when 
purchasing poultry products?

•   Crack-the-code – purchase a range of different egg/poultry products. Identify what the code (stamp) on different 
whole eggs mean. Discuss why we label eggs.

•   Conduct a survey at home and list all the things that are related to poultry in some way e.g. pillows, duvets, cakes, 
chicken pieces etc. Make an illustrated list of these items. Collate the results and present on a tally/bar chart

•   Discuss the interrelationship and interdependence between people, animals and plants and the fact that we rely 
on farming for food (see ‘The Irish Farmer’, page 2)

Learning outcomes:
At the end of this lesson, students should know the ways in which chickens feed. They should also 
understand what free-range farming is.

Additional resources:
•   www.agriaware.ie 
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1 Put the words in the blanks and help the chick to hatch!

When a                  is going  
to have chicks, she lays an egg every  

day until she has a                        of about  
twelve eggs. The hen sits on the eggs to keep  

them warm. This is called                            . After  
about 21 days the eggs                        .  After a  

few hours, the                        will follow the  
mother hen and learn from her how to  

peck at food.

Activity sheet*

hen

clutch

incubation

hatch

chick

2 Use your knowledge of poultry to solve the password 
Across
3.  A feather dipped in ink, which is used to 

write. (5)
4. A poultry bird that has webbed feet. (4)
7.  Type of farming where chickens are 

allowed outdoors. (4,5)
8.  Chickens use these to peck at grain and 

seeds. (5)

Down
1.  Birds that are farmed for their meat and eggs. (7)
2.  A bird that is traditionally eaten at Christmas in 

Ireland. (7)
5. Product of poultry that we cannot eat! (8)
6. A female chicken. (3)

Did you  
know? 

Male poultry birds are 

normally bigger than 

females and have more 

colourful feathers! 
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* To be used with teacher guidelines, page 12
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