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The only USA college-based Certification 

Course in Fiber Sorting and Grading is still 

going strong since its inception in 2015. 

The program, Sorting Grading Classing 

(SGC), offered through SUNY Cobleskill 

Professional and Continuing Education 

(PACE), has been well received and demand 

for classes continues across the country. 

Left: Wini Labrecque 
demonstrates how 
to open a handful of 
fleece to view fine-
ness and consistency 
within the drawn fi-
bers at a class in Ken-
tucky. Left to right: 
Jean Chestnut, Wini 
Labrecque and Dawn 
Browning.

SGC



Herdsire 2019   |   51

Below: Huacaya fleece demonstrating separation of the center graded “sweet spot” that represents the main 
part of the blanket that is uniform in length and micron along with edge batches separated the same way.

SORTING, GRADING, CLASSING
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The debut Basic Class was held 
at the SUNY Cobleskill campus in 
January 2016 with 40 participants 
from as far away as Oklahoma 
and Canada. From this enthusias-
tic, successful beginning, classes 
in both Basic and Advanced sort-
ing/grading training are now held 
across the United States, held pri-
marily at host farms and ranches.

The purpose of the sorting/grad-
ing training program is to unify 
and make the process of sorting 
and grading fiber standardized 

across the United States. The intent 
is for fiber sorted in New York to be 
the same as fiber sorted in Nebras-
ka, Texas, California, Washington, 
Oregon, Ohio, Maine or any other 
state. In this way, fiber can come 
together collectively at some point 
for use whether at farm level, asso-
ciate organization level or even on 
a commercial level. The demand 
for consistency in fiber put into 
processing is growing. 

The SGC program continues to 
fill this need by educating fiber 
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producers at all levels, including 
mill operators and product de-
velopment groups, in identifying 
and batching fiber that is consis-
tent and uniform in color, length, 
grade and level of tolerated 
guard hair. The resulting products 
put into market show the effect 
on quality when fiber has gone 
through the process of being 
sorted and graded first. Quality 

in production will only 
help in putting the 

USA in the fore-
front of demand 
for alpaca fiber.

The SGC train-
ing is divided 
into three parts. 
The Basic Class 
is a one-day 
class. It covers 
an overview 

of fiber characteristics and gives 
participants the initial introduc-
tion to the process of separating a 
fleece into like batches based upon 
color, length and micron range. 

Above: Students in the Ad-
vanced class in Washington 
State April 2017, learning how 
to evaluate a fleece and sort 
it into uniform batches of like 
micron and length. Advanced 
Class participants included 
Marie Armfield, Vivian Cadwal-
lader, Terri Crowley, Vicki Eber-
hart, Deborah Lazowski, Suzie 
Radtke, Sally Schmidt, Christie 
Surprise-Tolj, Rose Wininger 
(not all participants pictured).

Right: The chart created by 
SGC to easily illustrate which 
parts of alpaca fleece are most 
suited to certain products.

The purpose of the 

sorting/grading 

training program is 

to unify and make 

the process of sorting 

and grading fiber 

standardized across 

the United States.
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SGC utilizes the fiber sorting/grad-
ing guidelines as presented by the 
Alpaca Fiber Council in conjunc-
tion with methods we have found 
useful to help individuals under-
stand the process. 

The Basic Class is geared to any-
one wishing to understand the 
process for use on their own fiber. 
It is also a prerequisite for the Ad-
vanced Class. 

The Advanced Class is a three-
day, intensive, hands-on fiber 
training process. It provides a more 
in-depth study of fiber characteris-
tics, structure, types and how to 
identify them. Extensive review of 
fiber samples along with hands-
on fleece evaluation, sorting and 
grading follows. SGC also gives the 
opportunity to  examine alpaca, 
wool and other fiber types avail-
able to help understand the pro-
cess of blending like with like.  The 
class also gives instruction in docu-

mentation and record keeping. 
The third part of the program is 

an Apprenticeship. This part of the 
program is completed on an indi-
vidual basis. Participants in this por-
tion of the program are assigned a 
mentor to help them through the 
process where personal, hands-on 
fiber sample review is required. 
The first portion of this program is 
a self-guided study which requires 
hands-on sorting of a minimum of 
250 fleeces, including Huacaya al-
paca, Suri alpaca and a minimum 
of four breeds of sheep. There is a 
two-year period to complete this 
requirement at which time there 
is a final exam which requires sub-
mission of 40 samples with ap-
propriate paperwork and a writ-
ten essay type exam. Results are 
reviewed independently by three 
separate mentors with the results 
averaged. 

Successful completion of all 

Instructor Wini Labrecque 
at left and Instructor Jody 
Hezoucky at right flank 
Jean Van Effen, the first 
student to complete the 
Basic, Advanced and Ap-
prenticeship portions of 
the three-part Fiber Sort-
ing and Grading Certifi-
cation Course, April 2017. 
Van Effen earned the title 
Master Sorter Grader.

three parts of the program awards 
the participant the SUNY Cer-
tificate as a Master Sorter/Grader. 
Those holding this certification are 
mainly interested in developing 
a business sorting for other fiber-
bearing livestock owners or fiber 
purchasers. Showing that one has 
gone through this extensive pro-
gram shows potential customers 
the individual has the knowledge 
base to help the customer get 
their fiber into production and end 
product.

SGC’s first successful program 
participant completed her Ap-
prenticeship and testing in April 
2017. She was awarded her SUNY 
Certificate as a Master Sorter/Grad-
er during an Advanced Class she 
hosted at her farm in Washington.

Since that time, SGC is excited to 
announce an additional three Mas-
ter Sorter/Graders that have com-
pleted all the course requirements 
with three more in their final exam 
stages. SGC has a few more near-
ing completion of the Apprentice-
ship portion of training and will be 
testing in early to mid-2019. These 
graduates hire out their sorting/
grading services to farms, ranches 
and group collections helping to 
get fiber into production and fin-
ished product.

The education provided in the 
Basic and Advanced classes gives 
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Best Use Based on Fineness

GRADE 1

GRADE 2

GRADE 3

GRADE 4

GRADE 5

GRADE 6

MIXED GRADE

Baby blankets, christening gowns, chemo caps, lightweight scarves 
(decorative).

This grade will have higher durability yet feel good next to the skin. 
Gently used hats, scarves, gloves, shawls, sweaters.

The workhorse grade, excellent durability yet comfortable for most 
people. Dress socks, hats, gloves, scarves, sweaters, blankets.

Socks for �bers with crimp, throws, outerwear, work hats. Suri �ber 
does not make cost-e�ective or functional socks.

Battings for quilts or duvets, outerwear, upholstery, very strong 
durable �ber. Not recommended for next to the skin use.

Stronger �ber typically used for rugs, household products, felt.

Because of extreme variations, this grade is typically utilized in 
nonstandard applications.

Adapted from a graph by Wini Labrecque.

individuals needed tools to un-
derstand the fiber they produce, 
how to make improvements and 
how to understand the best use of 
the fiber they currently produce. 
SGC provides training and tools to 
help be successful in the growing 

field of alpaca fiber production. We 
hope that our services continue to 
be widely accepted and utilized.

Classes are continually being 
requested across the country. Our 
next Basic and Advanced classes 
are scheduled for the end of May 

or beginning of June in Owens-
ville, Missouri. 

Please visit www.sortgradeclass.
com for further information on 
these and other class dates as they 
become available.   


