
Seeder Calibration and Planting Best Practices for Wheat 

Profitable wheat production begins with timely planting and the best 

management practices to help provide a uniform stand.1  Research shows 

that up to 60% of final yield potential in a wheat crop is determined at 

planting.2  Therefore, to help maximize yield potential, measures must be 

taken at and before the time of planting.  Seeder calibration, seed 

selection, and planting conditions are all considerations to make when 

preparing for wheat planting. 

Seeder Calibration 
Calibration is simply the process of confirming the rate of delivery of an 

input, such as fertilizer, herbicide, or seed.3  This crucial and often 

overlooked step can help control seed costs and benefit your bottom line 

by optimizing seeding rates to the proper populations, thus reducing under 

or over-seeding and helping to maximize yield potential. 

Wheat kernel size can vary by as much as 50%.  Therefore, the drill should 

be calibrated for each seed variety and seed lot that is used.  The number 

of seeds per pound (seeds/lbs) information should be listed on the seed 

label along with typical germination rates though requirements vary from 

state to state.4  If the seeds/lbs is not listed on the seed tag, it can be 

determined by counting out one hundred seeds and weighing them on a 

scale that is capable of weighing in grams.  After weighing the seed 

calculate the number of seeds/lbs using the following formula. 

Seeds/lbs =                   454 grams/lbs                     

                                grams/100 seeds X 100  

When you purchase WestBred® wheat varieties, the Seed Supplier will 

provide you with a ConnectIN™ Insight Sheet that provides seed size 

information along with an Optimal Seeding Rate Recommendation specific 

to the variety purchased, intended planting date, available water and 

geography. 

Instructions to Calibrate a Drill 
There are several methods used to calibrate a drill.  Below is just one 

method.   

 Determine desired seeding rate   

To determine seeding rate, multiply your desired plant population by the 

pure live seed (PLS) for each lot.  A farmer might consider increasing the 

seeding rate when planting into tougher seedbed conditions such as no-till  

 

or cloddy fields, or late planting.  Seeding rates vary by region, and it is 

best to consult with your local WestBred® Seed Supplier, Technical Product 

Manager or Extension service for your recommended seeding rate. 

                    Desired seeding rate in PLS (lbs/ac) 

                            % PLS of current seed lot 

 Set Drill 

Once the seeding rate has been determined, refer to the chart on the drill 

box for the manufacturer's setting for the pounds per acre needed. This is 

a starting point for the adjustment.3  Set the drill to the desired seeding 

rate. 

 Test the number of seeds in a linear row 

On a hard surface where the seeds won’t be buried, such as a driveway, 

run the drill at the estimated setting for a short distance.  The drill should 

be set with no down pressure and the closing wheels up.3  Collect the 

seeds in a measured distance, for example 100 ft.  Weigh the collected 

seeds. 

 Determine seeding rate 

Use the formula below and the weight of the seeds collected to calculate 

the current seeding rate. 

 Seeding rate4 = 43,560 ft2 /ac X lbs seeds collected  

                                Drill width (ft) X Strip Length (ft) 

 Calibrate the drill  

If the seeding rate calculated in the previous step does not match 
your desired seeding rate, adjust the seed metering system 
accordingly.  Repeat the process until your desired seeding rate is 
achieved. 

This method can be adapted for use in the shop by measuring how many 

wheel revolutions are needed to travel your testing distance.  The seeds 
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 A drill that is well-maintained and calibrated to deliver an optimal seeding rate can help improve stands and increase yield 
potential while lowering seed costs.  

 Adjusting seeding rates to accommodate factors such as variety selection, planting date, planting depth, and seedbed 
conditions can help maximize economic yield potential in wheat.   

 Planting into a firm seedbed can help improve seed-to-soil contact, thus promoting more even germination and emergence. 

For additional agronomic information, please contact your local seed representative. 

Individual results may vary, and performance may vary from location to location and 

from year to year. This result may not be an indicator of results you may obtain as local 

growing, soil and weather conditions may vary. Growers should evaluate data from multiple 

locations and years whenever possible.  
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would then be collected into a bag or bucket and counted.  

Strip length (in shop) =1.1 X (No. of revolutions X wheel circumference (ft)) 

Note: The 1.1 is to compensate for wheel slippage in the field.5  

 

Product Selection 
Evaluating and selecting wheat varieties with high yield potential, test 

weight, and tolerance to insects and diseases in your geography is the first 

step toward helping to maximize economic yield potential.  Since each 

variety will have specific strengths and weaknesses, more than one 

product should be considered.  Choosing multiple varieties of varying 

maturities can also help mitigate the risks associated with agronomic 

challenges such as insects, diseases and weather, and can aid in harvest 

scheduling. 

Planting Date 
Like seeding rates, ideal planting dates will vary by region.  Spring wheat 

should be planted when the average 2-inch soil temperature exceeds 40°F.  

Planting too early in the spring can delay germination resulting in weaker, 

less vigorous plants.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1. Young wheat stand 

Hessian fly-free dates should be considered when determining your 

planting date in the fall.  The fly-free date is a prediction of when most 

Hessian fly adults will no longer be alive and able to lay eggs in wheat 

fields.  Planting after the fly-free date may also reduce the incidence of 

disease, such as barley yellow dwarf virus (BYDV), as the population of 

disease transmitting aphids declines after these dates.6  It is always best to 

consult your local WestBred® Seed Supplier, Technical Product Manager or 

Extension service for recommended planting dates in your area.  

Planting Depth 
A planting depth of 1 to 1.5 inches deep is recommended for wheat.  

Planting into moisture will help ensure an even stand and emergence.  

When planting in to very dry conditions, and seed cannot be placed into 

moisture, shallow planting should be used.  Shallower planting can help 

emergence when rainfall occurs and can help reduce the potential for 

wheat “silting” in and becoming too deep to effectively emerge.  As a 

wheat seed absorbs moisture and oxygen it begins the germination 

process.  In favorable conditions, emergence should occur 5 to 7 days after 

planting.  However, in cool, excessively dry or wet soils, or where seeding 

depth was greater than 1.5 inches, emergence may be delayed and 

potentially more variable.   

Proper tractor speed is also important when drilling wheat.  In most cases 

a speed of 5 to 6 miles per hour is recommended.  However, in rougher 

field conditions, slower speeds should be used to reduce drill bouncing and 

to help maintain proper seeding depth.     

Seedbed Preparation 
Wheat should always be planted into a firm seedbed to provide good seed

-to-soil contact.  This will help ensure uniform germination and 

emergence.  Seeding into a fluffy or loose seedbed is one of the leading 

causes of winter injury such as winterkill and root and crown rot.  Thick or 

bunched up residue can also pose a threat to even stands.  Residue from 

the previous crop should be removed or uniformly spread, particularly in 

no-till operations.  If planting a field back to wheat following a previous 

wheat crop, make sure that the residue is evenly distributed and the straw 

is dry.  Planting into damp or tough wheat straw can lead to hair-pinning, 

resulting in poor seed-to-soil contact that may reduce wheat emergence.  

Weed Management 
Weeds growing along with the wheat crop can deplete soil moisture and 

nutrients, harbor insects and diseases, and reduce wheat yield and quality.  

A healthy, vigorous wheat crop is one of the best tools for suppressing 

weeds.  Growers should be careful to only plant certified wheat seed that 

is free of weed seeds. 

Weed species should be accurately identified before creating a weed 

management plan.  Remember, some herbicides may be applied only 

during certain stages of wheat growth to avoid crop damage.  Always read 

and follow pesticide label restrictions to ensure maximum effectiveness 

and to reduce the chances of crop damage.  
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For additional agronomic information, please contact your local seed representative. 
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