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Unfortunately, passing around a
field guide to 80 students can be diffi-
cult—at least a few kids will lose the
page, and some kids will take a minute
or two to figure out which picture on
a page is the bird they want. To simplify
things, take apart an old field guide
(the Golden Guide is great for this be-
cause its pages fall out after a few years’
use) and make flash cards. When I was
a teacher, I carried around 40 or 50
flash cards of the most likely birds, plus
a field guide for unexpected treats. It
was a simple matter to find and pass
around the right flash card when a new
bird appeared on the scene.

In a classroom or with a group of
kids, you can use those same field
guide flash cards and magazine photos
of birds to quiz kids on their identifi-
cation skills. When I was a classroom
teacher, I put pockets on a poster
board and could display a couple of
dozen flash cards by our classroom
bird feeder, so the kids could easily
learn to identify birds around school.
The pockets allowed me to change spe-
cies seasonally.

Watching videos about birds with
children does the kids a disservice. Re-
member that a half-hour quality video
is the result of hundreds, sometimes
even thousands, of hours of fieldwork.
Most current videos are edited to be
more exciting and fast-paced than re-
ality, setting up kids (and a lot of
grown-ups) to be disappointed with na-
ture. My father-in-law once asked me in
all seriousness why I bothered to go
bird watching when I could see a lot
more birds doing a lot more interest-
ing things by staying home and watch-
ing TV. Slide programs, on the other
hand, can be very useful for showing
big, colorful photos of different species
and talking about them. WSO has rea-

sonably priced sets of slides of Wiscon-
sin birds, and the Cornell Laboratory
of Ornithology and VIREO can fill in
gaps. But when showing slides to chil-
dren, make sure you have interesting
stories about each species—Kkids are far
more interested in the natural history
and weird and interesting things about
how birds live than they are in identi-
fication tips.

The most important thing to re-
member, whether you're taking kids on
a birding adventure or showing them
slides of birds, is to make it fun. That
doesn’t mean you have to be an extro-
verted performer in order to make it
work. Simply show your own enjoy-
ment of birds. And whatever you do,
when a child points out a bird, don’t
be blasé. For example, if someone sees
a LEuropean Starling, talk about
how this bird was named by English-
speaking people long, long ago—the
name comes from “‘little star,” either
for the tiny, starlike flecks on its plum-
age or for its body shape in flight. Tell
them that when Columbus came to
America, there wasn’t a single starling
here. In 1890, a Shakespearean society
in New York City decided to introduce
every species ever mentioned in a
Shakespeare play, and sent to England
for 60 starlings which they released in
Central Park. The following year, just
to make sure their introduction took,
they brought over another 40 birds.
And from that small beginning star-
lings increased and multiplied until
they are now one of the most abundant
species on the continent. If it’s winter,
point out some starlings perched on
chimneys warming their little fannies.

RESOURCES FOR BIRDING WITH KiDS

To learn a wealth of information
about the common birds around you,
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Sharing the Wonder of Birds with Kids

get a copy of the Audubon Society Ency-
clopedia of North American Birds or Kenn
Kaufman’s Lives of North American Birds.
There are also abundant web sites that
provide information about birds, or
even fullfledged bird study lessons,
for free. Journey North (http://www.
learner.org/jnorth), the Cornell
Laboratory of Ornithology (http://
birds.cornell.edu/), the Patuxent
Wildlife Research Center (http://
www.mbrpwrc.usgs.gov/Infocenter/
infocenter.html) and the Wisconsin
Society for Ornithology (http://
www.uwgb.edu/birds/wso/) all have
great resources for teachers and stu-
dents (and birders in general!).

There are several ways we can en-
courage local schools to provide at
least some nature study opportunities.
Many teachers would enjoy teaching a
bird study unit, but feel uncertain
about their own birding abilities. Local
Audubon chapters and bird clubs can
help by providing local checklists and
identification guides to schools in their
area, along with a copy of their news-
letter for interested teachers.

Duluth Audubon Society put to-
gether two kits that each include 30
pairs of binoculars, 30 field guides, the
Stokes Field Guide lo Bird Songs CD set,
the Audubon Society Encyclopedia of Novth
American Birds, and other materials so
teachers can have everything they need
to teach a unit about bird study. Teach-
ers are asked to pay $10 to rent a kit
for a week—the money is used to re-
place lost and broken items. Members
and local stores enthusiastically helped
raise money and contribute items.
Also, donating old spotting scopes, bin-
oculars, and field guides to a local
school is a far better way of dealing

with them than putting them in a
closet.

Local groups can and should sched-
ule regular field trips specifically for
teachers and Boy and Girl Scout lead-
ers, and even occasional workshops to
help teachers and others who work
with kids to learn how to incorporate
bird study into their curriculum.

If you really want to dig in, you can
volunteer to help a Boy Scout troop
work on their Bird Study Merit Badge;
help Brownies, Girl Scouts, or Cub
Scouts work on a bird project; help a
teacher with a bird unit; or even spon-
sor a junior Audubon or after-school
nature club. The current pamphlet
used by Scouts to earn the Bird Study
Merit Badge, published in 1999 when
the requirements for the badge were
completely revised, is written by Eagle
Scout Scott Weidensaul, author of Liv-
ing on the Wind: Across the Hemisphere
with Migratory Birds. It’s a worthwhile
book for anyone putting together a
bird study project for kids.

As birders, we take pride in being
able to discern the differences between
the Empidonax flycatchers. With chil-
dren, it’s far more useful to know basic
information about House Sparrows
and Chimney Swifts (which nestin a lot
of school chimneys!). Helping them
find answers to their questions, you'll
get immersed in some of the real mys-
teries of ornithology, and your own
birding will be the richer for it. And,
in the long run, the more people know
and appreciate birds, the more vested
in their protection our society will be.
Teach kids to love birds today and
you’ll give both kids and birds a
brighter tomorrow.

Laura Erickson
4831 Peabody St.
Duluth, MN 55804



