
Natural Inquirer Outdoor FACTivity: Birding in the Classroom 
 

Time Needed: 

 

Two-three class periods. The first day will be a classroom activity. The second day will be a field 

exercise and computing data. The data entry will be done on the third day. 

 

Materials Needed: 

 

 Natural Inquirer Hawaii-Pacific Islands edition, “Treasure Islands” article 

 Copies of Six Clues to Bird Identification and Bird Identification Chart 

 Copies of Stationary Count Instructions and Stationary Count Tally Sheet 

 Bird field guides (online editions or printed copies) 

 Pencils 

 Computer with Internet connection (For data entry) 

 Optional: binoculars, digital camera 

 

The question you will answer in this FACTivity is: How many species of birds are found living in the 

schoolyard?  

 As you learned in the “Treasure Islands” article, a kīpuka is a forested island surrounded by 

hardened lava. Schoolyards are similar in some ways to kīpuka. They are isolated habitats, often with 

trees, surrounded by buildings and asphalt. Asphalt is a hard, solid mixture used in paving roads. 

Therefore, the schoolyard can be considered as a type of kīpuka for this FACTivity.  

 The scientists highlighted in the “Treasure Islands” article studied kīpuka in Hawaii to 

determine the number of bird species found living in these areas. Like the scientists, you will conduct 

a study to determine the number of bird species found in your schoolyard kīpuka.  

 Birds are important characters in ecosystems. They help control insect populations, help 

disperse plant, tree, and flower seeds, act as prey for predators, and serve an important role in the 

food chain. Many people also enjoy birding, or bird watching. Scientists who study birds are called 

ornithologists. Many ornithologists depend on help from citizens, like you, to collect data on birds.  

One of the ways you can help scientists collect data on birds is through programs like 

BirdSleuth. BirdSleuth is an educational program developed by Cornell University that allows 

students to become citizen scientists. As a citizen scientist, you help collect data about birds locally 

and send that information to the scientists who study bird populations. In the following FACTivity, 

you will act as an ornithologist while learning to identify birds seen in your schoolyard and 

conducting a bird count. At the end of the FACTivity, you will submit your data online to the 

BirdSleuth program.  

 

Day One: Learn to Identify Birds 

 

1. If you haven’t previously done so, read the “Treasure Islands: Hawaiian Kīpuka and the 

Future of Native Hawaiian Birds” article.  

2. Make a list of birds you think that you may see in your schoolyard. If you live close to the 

school, it’s likely that you will see bird species at school that you see around your home. For 

each bird that you list, explain how you know what bird it is. For example, determine if the 

bird has specific features, i.e., red feathers, thick beak, etc.  

3. Next, your teacher will divide you into small groups. Each group will be given a copy of the 

Six Clues to Bird Identification handout. This handout is adapted from information on the 



Cornell Lab of Ornithology’s “All About Birds” web site. This handout will help teach you 

bird identification clues, such as field marks, size, and habitat. As a group, study the handout 

and become familiar with ways to identify birds in the field. (The “Bird ID” section of the 

“All About Birds” web site http://allaboutbirds.org provides images and text that cover these 

six clues in more detail.) 

4. View images of birds that are common to your local area. This can be done by: 

a. Using the BirdSleuth focus cards (order at www.birds.cornell.edu/birdsleuth) 

b. Viewing an online bird guide (e.g., www.allaboutbirds.org, www.enature.com) 

c. Looking at pictures of local birds (taken from magazines, posters, or the Internet) or 

looking at pictures in a field guide or textbook 

 

Observe and identify birds in your schoolyard 

1. As a class, you will observe birds seen at your school. If your classroom has a window, birds 

can be observed by looking out the window. If your classroom does not have a window, your 

class will go outside with your teacher to observe birds. Your teacher will pass out the Bird 

Identification Chart to each student.  

2. In your small group, discuss the Bird Identification Chart with your classmates. Work 

together to discuss identification features and ways to identify birds. Use this chart to fill out 

the Bird Identification Chart for at least one species of bird that you observe. Write down key 

identification features and something specific about a bird you see, such as “This bird has 

blue feathers and perches horizontally on a branch.”  

3. As a class, discuss the birds you observed and the features used to identify them. Work 

together in your small groups using field guides to determine if your identification is correct.  

4. Once you have practiced observing birds from your classroom, go outside with the class (if 

you haven’t already) and observe birds in the schoolyard. Practice using a field guide to 

identify birds that you see.  

 

Day Two: Conduct a Stationary Count 

 

1. In this activity, you will conduct a stationary bird count. This is a method of counting birds 

from a fixed point. The scientists who studied native Hawaiian birds in kīpuka conducted 

stationary counts to observe and record the species of birds living in a kīpuka. In this 

stationary count, you will stand in one designated area of the schoolyard for 15 minutes and 

record all the birds you see or hear. You will follow a standard procedure by counting birds 

in a specific way. You will also record specific environmental information. This procedure is 

important for your data to be used by scientists.  

2. Your teacher will hand out copies of the Student Stationary Count Instructions and the 

Stationary Count Tally Sheet. Carefully read the information. There is important information 

you will need to record, such as the date and time of the observation, weather conditions, 

habitat, etc. If your class is submitting the Stationary Count information online to the 

BirdSleuth program, this information will be used by scientists when they analyze the data. 

The checklist provided in the tally sheet includes a list of the most commonly seen birds. 

However, you may see a bird that is not listed. If this happens, you can write in the name of 

the bird in the Write-In Species Table.  

3. After you have reviewed the instructions and tally sheet with your classmates, you will go out 

into the schoolyard to conduct the count. The count area should be approximately 30 yards in 

diameter, or about the size of a tennis court. If your schoolyard is smaller than this, you can 

still conduct a count for the activity. Measure or estimate the size of the count area and record 

it on the tally sheet. The count area will be assigned a unique name, such as your school 

http://allaboutbirds.org/
http://www.birds.cornell.edu/birdsleuth
http://www.allaboutbirds.org/
http://www.enature.com/


name, teacher’s name, and class period. For example, if you attend County Middle School 

and are conducting the count during Ms. Hall’s 2nd period class, your count area name would 

be “COUNTYMS-HALL-2.”  

4. Now it’s time to count your birds! The small groups will stand in different locations within 

the schoolyard. You will count the total number of individual birds of each species you see or 

hear during the 30 minute count period. It’s important to note that the count area defines 

where you should be. Therefore, birds that are seen or heard outside of the count area can be 

counted as long as you observe or hear them while you are within the count area. Record all 

birds seen or heard on the Stationary Count Tally Sheet.  

5. After the count is over, your teacher will collect the tally sheet from each group. The 

information recorded on the tally sheet will be used to get a total number of birds seen/heard 

during the count period. If a flock of birds was seen flying overhead and recorded by more 

than one group, only count those birds once. Your teacher will assist you and your classmates 

with creating a master Stationary Count Tally Sheet that contains data from all of the groups.  

6. As a class, you will discuss the finding from this activity. Questions to answer include:  

a. What species of birds were seen in your schoolyard? 

b. What behavior were the birds exhibiting when you observed them? 

c. What was the most common species of birds observed? 

d. Are the species of birds you saw in the schoolyard the same as species of birds you 

see outside of school?  

e. What are the similarities with how you conducted this bird count and how the 

scientists conducted their bird count in the Hawaii kīpuka?  

 

Day Three: Submit your data online 

 

1. Now that the count has been completed, your class will submit your Stationary Bird Count 

data online to the BirdSleuth database. This database allows scientists to use your bird count 

along with others to know where particular species of birds are found. Your teacher will go to 

the eBird web site (www.eBird.org) and follow the directions to register your class and the 

count site. Note to educator: You will be asked to enter an email address and choose a user 

name and password. BirdSleuth recommends that educators use their last name as their user 

name. You only have to register your class once, but you will have to log in with your name 

and password each time you enter the site.  

2. Once your teacher has registered the class, follow the directions to enter the master tally sheet 

count data into the system. Your teacher should allow groups of two or three students to take 

turns entering data.  The online form asks for information such as the location of the count, 

when and where you conducted the count, and what birds you saw. Most of this information 

will be found on your Stationary Count Tally Sheet. Note: Teachers should familiarize 

themselves with the data entry process before allowing students to enter data. Being familiar 

with the data entry process will help students and allow teachers to print out a species 

checklist for their particular state.  

 

Extension: 

 

Conduct additional Stationary Counts in your classroom or at home. Enter additional data into 

the class eBird account.  

 

This activity was adapted with permission from the Cornell Lab of Ornithology’s BirdSleuth 

curriculum. To order the complete curriculum set, visit http://www.birds.cornell.edu/birdsleuth/ 

http://www.ebird.org/
http://www.birds.cornell.edu/birdsleuth/


SIX CLUES TO BIRD IDENTIFICATION 
Adapted from the Cornell Lab of Ornithology’s “All About Birds” web site 

http://allaboutbirds.org 

 

1. SIZE AND SHAPE 
 

The size and shape are often the first things you notice about 

a bird. When it comes to making identifications, size and 

shape are the first pieces of information you should examine.  

With a little practice and observation, you'll quickly learn 

that differences in size and shape will jump out at you. The 

first steps are to learn typical bird silhouettes. When 

observing bird silhouettes, pay close attention to: body shape, 

proportions of the head, legs, wings, and tail; shape and 

length of the bill. Knowing the size and shape of familiar 

species can help you determine unknown species if they are 

side by side. A Cedar Waxwing is bigger than a sparrow but 

smaller than a robin. A Blue Jay is bigger than a robin but 

smaller than a crow.   

2. COLOR PATTERN 

A mental picture – even from a fleeting glimpse – can be worth a thousand words. As soon as you spot a 

bird, take notice of the overall pattern of light and dark colors. This is all you need to start your 

identification. 

Use your quick glimpse to build an idea about what your mystery bird is, even if you only saw it for a 

second. Many birds can easily be identified by their color pattern. For example, a songbird that is mostly 

red is likely a Northern Cardinal. Noticing color patterns such as patches of light and dark, bold markings, 

and bright colors will help you identify your bird.  

3. BEHAVIOR 
 

The way that a bird acts, or behaves, is often a good clue to its identification. How a bird finds food, how 

it flies, or how it maintains its appearance can help you identify it. For example, a bird catching a fish 

with its feet would likely be an Osprey. When you learn these habits, you can recognize many birds the 

same way you notice a friend walking through a crowd of strangers.  

Because so much of a bird’s identity is evident in how it acts, behavior can lead you to an ID quickly. 

Before you even pick up your binoculars, notice how the bird is sitting, how it’s feeding or moving, 

whether it’s in a flock, and if it has any noticeable habits like flicking its wings or bobbing its tail. 

Posture, movement, flight pattern, feeding style, and flocking habits can help you make identification.   

 

 

4. HABITAT 

 

Other bird groups perch 

horizontally on branches 

with tails pointing at an 

angle, i.e., orioles, vireos, 

shrikes, crows, and 

warblers. 

Certain birds have distinctive 

vertical posture when perched on a 

branch. Robins, flycatchers, and 

hawks usually sit in an upright 

position with tails pointed down.  

House Sparrow 

American Robin 

Cedar Waxwing 

Blue Jay 

American Crow 

Robin Oriole 

http://allaboutbirds.org/


4.  HABITAT  

 
In general, most bird species are 

found within certain types of 

habitat. Also, each habitat (old 

field, mixed forest, desert, or 

coastal marsh) contains a likely 

assortment of birds. These birds 

are adapted to living in that type of 

habitat.  For example, pelicans are 

well adapted for living and fishing 

in coastal habitats. They dive from 

great heights and scoop fish in their 

pouch-like bill. They also have a 

special gland in their bill that allows 

them to remove excess salt. Some 

species can live in a variety of 

habitats, such as the Mourning 

Dove. Doves eat a variety of seeds 

that can be found in many locations. 

Therefore, they can travel through 

several different habitats as long as 

seeds are available.  

 

You can use habitat to make a probable identification of what your bird is. Pelicans will only be seen near 

the coast, but doves can be seen almost anywhere. You can also use habitat range maps to help make 

identification. Some species are only found in certain areas of the country. If you know where species are 

likely to be found, it can help you narrow down choices and identify birds. 

 

5.  FIELD MARKS 
 

Birds have a wide variety of patterns and 

colors, which have evolved over many 

years to help birds recognize members of 

their own species. These features are 

known as field marks, and many birds 

can be identified based on these marks. 

Field marks can be used to tell apart birds 

that are similar in other ways.  

 

To describe a bird, ornithologists divide 

its body into multiple topographical 

regions: beak (or bill), head, back, wings, 

tail, and legs. Many of these regions are 

divided further to help make a definite 

identification. This diagram of the 

regions of the bird’s body shows some of 

the commonly used descriptive terms. 
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6. SONGS AND CALLS 
 

Songs and calls are ways that birds communicate. These sounds may be used to defend territory, attract a 

mate or communicate location. Different species of birds make different sounds, although some birds, 

such as the Northern Mockingbird, can mimic other bird sounds. 

 

Learning bird sounds can help you identify birds, even if you cannot see the bird. Learning bird songs is a 

great way to identify birds hidden by dense foliage, birds that are far away, and birds that look similar to 

each other.  When biologists count birds in the field, the great majority of species are heard rather than 

seen. Becoming familiar with bird songs takes a lot of practice, but there are resources available to help. 

Watch and listen to singing birds in the field. Listening to bird songs online or on a CD will help. Some 

songs almost sound like words. For example, the Carolina Wren’s song sounds like “Germany, Germany, 

Germany.” These kinds of phrases are called mnemonic devices and will help you remember songs you 

hear.  

 

 

 

Visit the Cornell Lab of Ornithology’s “All About Birds” web site at http://allaboutbirds.org to learn 

more Bird ID skills, as well as view bird photos and silhouettes, listen to songs and calls, and learn more 

about how to become an expert birder!  
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Shape 

Field Marks 

Color(s) 

Song(s) or call(s) 

 

      Eastern Phoebe     About the same size as a sparrow 
 
 
 

Plump bird with medium-long tail. Short, thin black 
beak.  

 
 

Dark head that fades to lighter color on back. White 
throat. 
 
 
Flew from perch to catch an insect in the air. Bobbed 
tail up and down and side to side when perched.  
 
 

Raspy “fee-bee” call and some soft chirps. 
 
 

       Dark brownish-gray above, off-white  
       below. Light patch of yellow on belly. Perched on low branches; did not seem scared of 

humans. 
    

 

 

Hints for Bird Identification 

 

What color pattern is the bird?  

 

What size is the bird? (i.e., larger than a sparrow but smaller than a robin)  

 

What shape is the bird? 

 Chunky or long and slender? 

 Tail long or short? 

 Long beak or short? 

 

What are the bird’s field marks? For example, 

 Does it have tail bands?  

 Does it have wing bars? 

 Does it have a ring around the eye? 

 Are there any stripes? 

 

How does the bird behave? For example, 

 Does it feed only on the ground? 

 Does it take food back to a perch to eat? 

 Does it bob its tail while perching? 

 Does it chase other birds away? 

 

Bird Identification Chart 

Adapted from BirdSleuth, Cornell Lab of Ornithology 

 

Behavior(s) 

Habitat/Other comments 

Size 

Sketch 

Name 



Can you hear any songs or calls? If so, what do they sound like? 

 

What type of habitat was it in? Did you notice any other distinguishing features? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Adapted from BirdSleuth, Cornell Lab of Ornithology 

 

Field Marks 

Behavior(s) 

Shape 

Habitat/Other comments Color(s) 

Size 

Song(s) or call(s) 

Sketch 

Name 

Field Marks 

Behavior(s) 

Shape 

Habitat/Other comments Color(s) 

Size 

Song(s) or call(s) 

Sketch 

Name 



Student Stationary Count Instructions 

 
A Stationary Count is a method of counting birds from a fixed area. During a Stationary Count, 

observers stand in a designated count area for a certain length of time and record all birds seen 

and/or heard from there.  

 

 

Step 1: Identify the Stationary Count area 

 With the help of your teacher, determine the boundaries of a count area that is 30 yards in 

diameter, or about the size of a tennis court. Note: If your count area isn’t this large, take 

an estimate or measurement of the size of your count area and record it on the tally sheet.  

 Give each Stationary Count area a unique name.  

 

 

Step 2: Record where, how, and when you count birds on the Tally Sheet. 

 Fill in the information in Boxes 1 and 2 on the Tally Sheet.  

 

 

Step 3: Look and listen for birds to identify and count.  

 Remember that you can count birds that are inside or outside the count area as long as 

you see or hear them while you are in the area.  

o Count time will be 15 minutes long.  

o Identify the bird species you see and hear, and count how many of each species 

are in the area. Be careful not to count the same bird twice!  

 

Step 4: Record your bird data. 

 Record what you’ve seen on the Tally Sheet in Box 3. You will record: 

o which species you counted. 

o how many of each species you counted. 

 

 

Step 5: Submit your data. 

 Visit the eBird website at www.eBird.org and submit your data.  

 

 

If you see a bird (but not during a Stationary Count) and you want to record it, you can! Just 

report it as a casual observation. Note the species of the bird and record the date and location 

where you saw the bird. When you enter the data into the eBird web site, make sure you say that 

the bird was seen during a casual observation.  

 

 

 

 

 
 

Adapted from BirdSleuth, Cornell Lab of Ornithology  

http://www.ebird.org/


Stationary Count Tally Sheet 

 
1. LOCATION INFORMATION-WHERE DID YOU BIRD? 

City:___________________________________ ZIP/Post Code _____________________________________ 

State/Province: _________________________ Name of Count Site: _________________________________ 

2. OBSERVATION INFORMATION-HOW AND WHEN DID YOU BIRD?  

Observation Type (circle one):   Casual Observation   Stationary Count 

Observation Date: __________________________________  Start Time: ___________________ AM/PM 

Number of People in Group: _____________________ Total Birding Time:__________________________ 

Weather Made it Hard to Count Birds Accurately? (circle one):   Yes  No 

3. CHECKLIST INFORMATION- WHAT DID YOU SEE? 

Are You Reporting All the Species You Identified? (circle one):   Yes  No 

Describe Habitat (circle all that apply):    rural      suburban     urban       scrub   grassland     

agricultural      freshwater       saltwater       deciduous woods  coniferous woods 

Species Total # of Individuals Notes 

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

Adapted from BirdSleuth, Cornell Lab of Ornithology  



Can’t identify a bird in the field? Use this page to sketch any bird(s) that you were unable to 

identify. Be sure to include distinguishing features, such as wing bars, so you can use a field 

guide to identify the bird.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Hints for Bird Identification: What color pattern is the bird? What size is the bird? (i.e., larger than a 

sparrow but smaller than a robin) What shape is the bird? (i.e., long and slender, short and chunky) What 

are the bird’s field marks? (i.e., wing bars, tail bands) How does the bird behave? (i.e., eats only on the 

ground, bobs tail while perching)  
 

Adapted from BirdSleuth, Cornell Lab of Ornithology  


