Bird Identification
Noticing how birds look, act and sound are the first steps toward bird identification.  Some key points to bird identification are size, shape, wings, tail, legs and feet, field marks, and body patterns.  Compare sizes of other birds.  Use familiar birds such as a crow, sparrow or robin when making size comparisons.  Look at whether the bird is chunky or slender and examine the bill shape and length.  Wings can be looked at to determine flying style.  Long and narrow wings usually indicate long-distance flying and maybe flying over water.  Long and broad wings are for soaring over land.  Length, shape, and uses of the tail are an important clue in identifying the bird.  Shape and size of legs and feet can tell about the habits and habitat of a bird.  Make sure to note head shape, color pattern on face, eye rings, eyebrow, eye line, light and dark contrasts, as well as any other field marks.  Also, notice if there are any patterns, or contrasts in color, on the body or the tail.  Along with a field guide, this information can be used to identify the bird.
Bird behavior can help to identify the particular species.  Behavior is easily observed at backyard feeders.  Differences in behaviors related to eating, sleeping, mating, singing, flying, and in perching can be noted between different species of birds.  Birds exhibit specific patterns in flight.  Some birds fly fast, slow, erratic, in straight lines, or not at all.  Birds vary in feeding behaviors.  Some feed on the ground like robins, others in water like many ducks, or in the air like chimney swifts.  Eastern phoebes can grab a mosquito in flight.  Birds use songs for vocalization.  Songs are species-specific and can help with bird identification.  Nests are also often species specific.  Birds are very particular about the materials used and placement of their nests.  For example, robins build a nest with some dried mud and use sticks and grasses to form the bowl, and usually nests are in the forks of branches.  Color, size, shape, and number of eggs will vary between species of birds. 
Resources:

Mowery, M., Alberici, T., Bainey, L., & Kromel, T. (1998) Pennsylvania Songbirds: A K-12 Teacher’s Guide for Activities in the Classroom. National Audubon Society: Pennsylvania.

Rupp, R. (1995) Everything You Never Learned About Birds.  Storey Communications, Inc.: Pownal, Vermont.

Bird Identification Guides:

Peterson Field Guide to Eastern Birds

National Geographic Field Guide to the Birds of North America

The Sibley Guide to Birds (Eastern)

Birds of North America (by Kenn Kaufman)

Peterson Field Guide to Birds’ Nests

Birds of the Carolinas (by Potter, Parnell and Teulings)

All the Birds of North America

Also of Interest:

The Birder’s Handbook (by Ehrlich, Dobkin and Wheye)

The Sibley Guide to Bird Life and Behavior
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Observing Birds in the Wild
Objectives: 

Students will identify different behavior patterns of birds and explain their function.

North Carolina Standard Course of Study Competency Goals for Science:


4: 1.01, 1.02
     

5: 1.06


Biology: 3.3, 5
Method:

Students observe different behaviors of birds in an activity similar to a scavenger hunt.
Materials:
Worksheet, Observing Birds in the Wild Student Sheet, Binoculars (optional), field guide, notebook, pencil
Background:

Observing birds in the wild is fun but does take some patience and skill.  The observer must be able to locate the bird, watch what it is doing and try to identify it all within a few moments.  This activity concentrates on looking for different behaviors exhibited by songbirds.
Songbirds may be perching on a branch, singing to attract mates, feeding their young, searching for food on the ground, preening their feathers-really any number of behaviors.  A bird’s behavior may be a particular adaptation to help the bird survive.  For example, flocking is a behavioral adaptation that helps protect a bird from a predator.  Behavior may be specific to one species or found in many species.  A White-breasted Nuthatch can walk down a tree head-first.  Most woodpeckers prop on the sides of trees.  Many sparrows feed on or near the ground.  Knowing the behavior patterns of birds and of different species of birds is fundamental to our understanding of songbirds and can help in their conservation.
Before going out to observe birds in an area, think about where birds may be found and what time birds will be most active based on what time of year it is and what weather exists.  Most songbirds tend to be very active in the morning and early evening.

Procedure:

1. In this exercise, students will be looking for birds exhibiting different types of behavior, like flying, swimming, or singing.  When a behavior is spotted, place a check in the space provided on the worksheet.  Identify the species if possible.
2. Go over these tips for bird observations:

· Before beginning fieldwork, dress in comfortable clothing that is dully-colored.  This helps the observer blend into the natural habitats being explored.  Also, sneakers are good footgear as they enable to observer to move about quietly.  Move slowly and freeze in place after flushing birds and they may return to allow for observation
· Gather needed equipment-field guide, binoculars (if possible), a notebook, pencil and worksheet.

· Get permission from landowners to walk on private property.  To see the most variety of birds, try to visit a local wildlife sanctuary, state park, or federal refuge.  Always check water bodies to see if any birds are sitting or wading in the pond or along its edge. 
· Try to search for birds within an hour or two of dawn or a couple of hours before dusk.  These are the times when birds are most active, especially in spring or summer.

· If the bird’s name is known, record it; otherwise, note its colors, distinguishing features and observed behavior and try to use a field guide to identify it.
· Don’t forget to record the type of natural habitat where the bird is observed.  Look at the surroundings carefully.  Then, describe the physical environment, including the types of plants present, the time of year, and the weather.  This information will help the student/observer understand the natural conditions each species needs to survive.

· Always remember-the natural environment comes first.  Never harm or disturb an animal, plant or nest.  Also, never take an animal away form its habitat.  No bird, or other creature, can exist for very long away from its own environment.

3.   Choose an area and take students out to conduct the search.  Students can work individually, in pairs or in groups.

4.   Return to the classroom and summarize the information.  Have students discuss why a particular behavior may be a benefit or detriment to a bird.  Consider the following questions: Were any behaviors not observed?  Why?  Did any single species seem to be exhibiting a particular type of behavior?  Why? 
Extensions:

· Do this activity during different seasons and compare the findings.  
· Have students choose a species of bird and record behavior patterns at different times of day over a week or more time period.

· Conduct this same activity in different habitats or parts of the schoolyard at the same time.  Compare and contrast results. 

· Have students write a poem or a story about what they observed.

Evaluation:

· Students identify three bird behaviors and explain how these behaviors may be of benefit to songbirds.
Resources:

Pennsylvania Songbirds: A K-12 Teachers’ Guide for Activities in the Classroom, Mowry, M., Alberici, T., Bainey, L. & Kromel, T.

Illinois Birds, Illinois Department of Natural Resources Educational Services. 
Observing Birds in the Wild

Look for the behaviors listed below.  Check those you find, and then list specific location and habitat.  Where possible, identify the bird.  If you can’t, list some identifying features.

	Check
	Behavior Items
	Specific Location and Habitat
	Identification

	
	A bird singing or calling (Most singing birds are males)
	
	

	
	A bird preening (Sometimes a preening bird looks as if it is nibbling or tugging at its feathers.  Other times it looks as if the bird is combing its feathers with its beak.)
	
	

	
	A bird bathing in water

	
	

	
	A bird taking a dust bath

	
	

	
	A bird soaring

	
	

	
	A bird flying
(The wings are beating.)
	
	

	
	A bird perched on a limb or branch

	
	

	
	A bird hovering in mid-air 

(The wings are beating rapidly.)
	
	

	
	A bird swimming

	
	

	
	A bird walking or hopping on the ground

	
	

	
	A bird diving or tipping up its rump in the water
	
	

	
	A bird standing on the ground

	
	

	
	A bird wading in water

	
	

	
	A bird feeding

	
	

	
	A bird flying with a worm or insect in its mouth
	
	

	
	A bird flying with or gathering twigs, grasses, leaves, or string, etc.
	
	

	
	A bird perched on a limb or branch

	
	

	
	A bird climbing a trunk or branch

	
	

	
	A bird perching on a wire, fence post, tree snag, etc. over an open area
	
	

	
	A flock of small birds chasing a large bird

	
	

	
	A group of birds blocking together

	
	

	
	Other (list behavior)

	
	

	
	Other (list behavior)

	
	


Answer the following questions:
Choose two behaviors you observed and explain what the bird was doing and why.

1. 
Behavior Explanation:

2. 
Behavior Explanation:

A bird’s behavior can sometimes help in identifying the bird.  List one behavior you observed and explain how that behavior could help in identifying the bird.


                                      How to Identify a Bird
Objectives: 

Students will gather data for the classification and identification of bird species.

North Carolina Standard Course of Study Competency Goals for Science:


5: 1.30



Biology: 3.2

Method:

Students learn how to identify birds through observation and written descriptions of key field marks.

Materials:

Bird field guide, Bird Journal worksheet, clipboard, pencil

Background:

By looking carefully at birds you will notice that birds look and act differently from each other.  They come in different shapes, sizes, and colors.  Some birds are dull and others are brightly colored.  They have different favorite foods and specific habitats in which they live.  

To identify a bird the student will sort through a variety of visual and auditory clues such as behavior, size, shape, color, habitat, field marks and songs.  Learning the field marks and key field names is part of the basic steps necessary in the identification process.  Working with experienced birders can make this process much faster.  Bird song tapes or CDs may help reinforce songs already learned.  Suggested bird song audio guide: ‘Birding by Ear’ (Peterson Audio Bird Song Guide).
Start by looking for the markings on the bird.  Look at color, size, shape, color patterns, and markings (such as wing bars and eye stripes) to help identify the bird.  Markings on a bird are called its “field marks”.  All of this information can help when using an identification key or field guide to find a name of a bird.  Field guides are books that have pictures and information about birds.  Birds are generally grouped by family in a guide.
Pre-Planning:

Arrange for a class field trip to a favorite habitat or set up bird feeders on the school grounds so that a variety of birds are attracted.

Procedure:

1.  Hand out Songbird at a Glance reference page.  Refer to the various body parts.  Explain that noting key field marks on certain areas of a bird can aid in identification.
2.  Give groups a bird field guide and in game fashion have them look for distinctive characteristics.  For example:

· List birds with bills longer than their heads.

· List birds with white patches on wing or tail feathers.  (By fanning the feathers, the white patches may be used as signals.)

· What families of birds are mostly camouflaged?  List examples.

· What species show similarities in coloration?  List examples.

· Find all the birds starting with a particular first initial.

· Which bird has the largest eyes?  The longest tail?

· Find the smallest bird; find the largest.

· If the bird shows range maps, which birds can be found on both the east and west coasts?

· Which species have different plumage for male and female birds?

· What birds are common to your local area?

3.  Choose a songbird picture and walk students through the Bird Journal Worksheet.

· Have students draw a basic diagram of a bird in the space provided.

· Next, have students add key identification characteristics.

· Students should note if the bird is a land, water, or perching bird.

4.  Next, have the students observe at least one bird in the school yard.  Using their Bird Journal Worksheet, have them record the information, and then look up their bird in a field guide.  

Extensions:

· Make a photo album of each bird that students identify using their data sheets.  Have them do a report or a poem on a favorite bird.
· Keep a class list of birds observed and identified.
· Incorporate math skills by keeping a tally of the frequency of bird sightings.  Graph the results.  What species are seen most often?  Is there a pattern to their sighting, (i.e. same day or location)?

· Invite a member of a local bird club to class for a bird walk or talk.

Evaluation:

· Using birds common to your area acquire pictures or use songbird flash cards and tape them to the back of each student.  Students as identification questions about their bird such as: What size is it?  What color?  Where does it live?  These should be birds that students already know.  Have them try to guess the birds on their back.
Recommended Literature:

· Gill, Peter.  Nature Club Birds.  Troll Associates, 1990.

Resources:

Pennsylvania Songbirds: A K-12 Teachers’ Guide for Activities in the Classroom, Mowry, M., Alberici, T., Bainey, L. & Kromel, T.

Kane, P., Rosselet, D. & Anderson, K. Bridges to the Natural World.  New Jersey Audubon Society.
Illinois Birds, Illinois Department of Natural Resources Educational Services.

BIRD JOURNAL WORKSHEET



Songbird at a Glance Worksheet

Age: Grades 4-12


Subjects: Science


Duration: One class period (can be extended)


Group Size: Any


Setting: Outdoors





Age: Grades 4-8


Subjects: Science, Language Arts


Duration: One to three 45 minute periods


Group Size: Any


Setting: Indoors and Outdoors
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Flight Pattern:
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