SMALL RUMINANT FECAL EGG
COUNTS: TIPS AND TRICKS
McMaster or Wisconsin?
The McMaster method has several advantages over the Wisconsin method:
1. It’s easier to keep count
In sheep and goats quantitative fecal egg counts are a must, as samples with 300 eggs per
gram (epg) and 10,000 epg will both read as “+++”, but have very different implications for
parasite management. Both the McMaster and Wisconsin methods can yield quantitative
counts. However, keeping track is much easier using a McMaster slide with built-in grid
lines than a blank coverslip on a Wisconsin preparation.
2. No centrifugation required
Centrifugation is often the rate-limiting step in a Wisconsin preparation, and a centrifuge
that is not perfectly balanced tends to send coverslips flying in all directions, spoiling hard
work and soiling the inside of your centrifuge.
3. Fewer materials required
Unlike the Wisconsin method, the McMaster method does not require a test tube for
centrifugation, blank microscope slides or a coverslip. This means less waste and less
cleaning.
Common McMaster Issues:
1. Fecal pellets are hard to break apart
Fecal samples from small ruminants tend to be dry
and can be hard to break apart with a tongue
depressor. Manually breaking them apart while still in
the bag helps start the process.
2. Slides contain a lot of debris
The more debris removed by the filtration step, the
clearer the slide preparation will be. Metal tea
strainers tend to remove undigested feed material
better than cheesecloth or sink strainers, plus they
are reusable.

3. Air bubbles
Preventing large (i.e. visible to the naked eye) air
bubbles is important to making McMaster counts
accurate. However, it can be hard to fill a dry slide
perfectly. Try running water through the slide first to
moisten the inside, making sure to shake out large
droplets to avoid diluting your floatation solution.
4. The grid lines are hard to see
Not all McMaster slides are created equal, and those
with engraved rather than painted grids are much
more difficult to read. Investing in slides with painted
black or green grid lines will make counting easier.
5. I keep losing count on samples with high
counts
A hand counter is an inexpensive and very useful tool
for keeping track while counting a McMaster slide.
6. The nematode eggs are larvated
In samples that are a few days old, nematode eggs gradually develop to larvae. This can
make accurate identification more difficult. To prevent this, keep samples in airtight bags,
refrigerated, and avoid waiting more than 3 days between collection and counting.
7. Eggs are distorted or there are eggs that don’t seem to have floated.
Check how the samples have been handled prior to processing. This can occur if the
samples were exposed to freezing temperatures or if samples are older than ~7 days. If
your floatation solution lasts more than a month, it’s also good to check its specific gravity
regularly (ideally monthly), as alterations can affect how eggs float.
8. A lot of salt crystals are forming
If using a salt-based floatation solution, formation of crystals around the edge of the slide is
a sign you need to read the slides more quickly after preparing them. Slides can usually be
read up to an hour after filling without issues, but this can vary depending on the rate of
evaporation.
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