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Dear Rhode Island educators,
Thank you so much for your participation in the RIDEM Wildlife Outreach Program, and 
for incorporating conservation education into your teaching practice! Through your partici-
pation in this program, you are nurturing the growth of our next generation of environmen-
tal stewards and advocating on behalf of Rhode Island’s diverse and amazing wildlife. On 
behalf of our wild creatures, big and small, thank you.

The Wildlife Outreach Program has been growing in leaps and bounds since its inception 
in 2017. Coordinating this program has been the most enjoyable and rewarding whirlwind 
I could imagine. Most of our program participants have been elementary and middle school 
students, and the requests from teachers across the state keep rolling in. I am so happy that 
Rhode Island’s educators are invested in connecting their students to the natural world right 
in their own backyards! 

To meet this growing need and interest, the Wildlife Outreach Team has developed our very 
own Rhody Critter Kits. With the help of these kits, we will be able to reach more students 
each year, and provide teachers with the tools and resources they need to incorporate wild-
life-focused lessons into their curriculum. The kits are not limited just to science lessons, 
but could be incorporated into art, reading, writing, and social studies as well. The wonder-
ful thing about these kits is that you can tailor them to fit your individual class’s needs. I 
hope you will get creative and have fun learning with the help of these kits!

When we create connections to nature in a memorable, enjoyable way, we inspire respon-
sible stewardship and care. As educators, you are incredibly important cultivators of those 
connections. Keep up the good work!

	 Best wishes,
Mary Gannon
Wildlife Outreach Coordinator
Rhode Island Department of Environmental Management
Division of Fish and Wildlife

If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to reach out!
Mary.Gannon@dem.ri.gov  |  401-782-3700

Mary Gannon

“Teach the student to see the land, 
understand what he sees, 
and enjoy what he understands.” 
	 - Aldo Leopold



Hello wonderful educators!
We couldn’t be more excited to introduce you to our Rhody Critter Kit Program! While we 
always enjoy visiting schools in person, there are only two of us, and so many students who 
deserve to learn about the interesting and important wildlife that inhabit our state.

Necessity drove us to create these kits, and thank goodness it did. We strive to reach every 
community in Rhode Island and have now created a fun and interactive way to do so! We 
all rely on the resources that nature provides and are all responsible for conserving it, no 
matter our age. Introducing these important concepts to students today will help shape car-
ing and responsible individuals in the future.

The Rhody Critter Kits aim to encourage students to explore the natural world around them 
with an open mind and observational eye. The resources provided are designed to be adapt-
ed to individual class needs, so please use them however you see fit!

Since joining the RIDEM Fish & Wildlife Outreach Team, I have had the opportunity to 
share our conservation work with students across the state and see their eyes grow wide 
with inspiration. Seeing misinformation and fear turn into awe and curiosity is one of the 
greatest transformations to witness. Through these kits, I hope your students are able to 
learn and grow in the same way. After all, knowledge is the key to growth!

Thank you for sharing in the education of future conservationists through our Rhody Critter 
Kit Program and we hope you have fun!

Kind regards,
Gabrielle DeMeillon
Technical Staff Assistant
Rhode Island Department of Environmental Management
Division of Fish and Wildlife

Gabrielle.DeMeillon@dem.ri.gov  |  401-782-3700

Gabrielle DeMeillon

When one tugs at a single thing in nature, he finds it 
attached to the rest of the world.” -John Muir



About Us
The Division of Fish and Wildlife (DFW) protects, re-
stores, and manages the freshwater and wildlife resources 
of the state. We share management responsibility of more 
than 60,000 acres of land, including more than 25 State 
Management Areas, and are responsible for thousands of 
species. We serve a wide and diverse segment of the public 
from outdoor recreationists (e.g., hunters, hikers, moun-
tain bikers, wildlife watchers) to the general public (e.g., 
backyard birders, public concerned with nuisance wildlife, 
municipalities, legislators). In addition, we are responsible 
for the State’s public hunter education programs and over-
seeing all hunting and trapping in the state. This includes 

setting seasons, size limits, hunting methods, and daily 
limits for the harvest of game species like white-tailed 
deer, wild turkey, waterfowl, and furbearers.

As part of a larger network of recreational opportunities 
in Rhode Island, hunting and fishing play an important 
role in connecting people with nature, supporting qual-
ity of life and family traditions, and attracting tourism. 
Anglers and hunters purchase around 70,000 licenses, 
permits, stamps, and tags each year and contribute more 
than $235 million to Rhode Island’s economy. Revenue 
generated from license and permit sales support Rhode 
Island fish and wildlife conservation programs.

The DFW is primarily funded through the Federal Wildlife and Sport Fish Restoration Pro-
gram (WSFR), which is administered through the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service. This pro-
gram uses taxes placed on firearms, ammunition, and archery equipment to help fund avian 

and mammalian research and conservation programs, 
habitat acquisition, and outreach and education pro-
grams. 

Annual appropriations for WSFR’s State Wildlife Grants 
(SWG) Program provide an additional, smaller, yet less 
restricted pot of money that can be put toward conservation 
of all Species of Greatest Conservation Need (SGCN) as 
identified in the RI Wildlife Action Plan. The list of SGCN 
includes game and non-game species, and also provides 
much needed attention to amphibians, reptiles, and inverte-
brates. It is our goal to responsibly manage and steward our 
state’s wildlife resources, safeguarding them in perpetuity. 

Our mission is to ensure that the Freshwater and Wildlife Resources of 
the State of Rhode Island will be conserved and managed for 

equitable and sustainable use.
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Item Talking Points
Laminated bird scavenger hunt cards Hang these cards around the classroom, school, or play-

ground for a fun scavenger hunt! This is a great way to 
get familiar with native birds and their calls. A sample 
scavenger hunt sheet is included, but feel free to get 
creative and make your own!

Laminated bird bingo cards These can be used for the RI Bird Bingo game (there is 
also a slideshow), or can be used simply to introduce 
students to RI’s wide array of bird species.

2D skull models These models can be used with the Bird Beak Detective 
activity, or for observation during Lesson 2.

Small laminated bird cards These 7 small cards can be used for the Bird Beak Buf-
fet activity.

Wild turkey egg replica Pass around this life-sized egg model and ask students 
to make some observations. How might the color and 
shape of the egg fit in with the wild turkey’s natural 
habits?

Bird skull replicas These replicas are to scale and anatomically accurate. 
They are made of plastic, but are still fairly delicate. 
Please keep them inside of their cases while handling. 
Encourage students to take a close look at the diversity 
of adaptations! 

Birdology This book is filled with great information about birds, 
as well as 30 different activities you can easily do with 
your class.

Peterson Field Guide to Birds This guide is a great place to start exploring the diver-
sity of RI’s native bird species. Use it on bird walks,  in 
the classroom, or make it available for students to flip 
through in their down time. 

Cornell folding guides (Nests & Eggs, Basic 
Waterfowl ID, Dabbling & Diving Ducks)

These colorful, well-organized guides are also useful 
for outdoor observations, or just for casual reading.

Household tools These tools is intended to be used for the Bird Beak 
Buffet activity.

Beads, marbles, and yarn These items are also intended for the Bird Beak Buffet 
activity.

Loose wild turkey feathers Use these for hands-on learning during Lesson 2. Allow 
students to handle the feathers and take a close look at 
them.

Display box of feathers This box contains a diverse collection of feather types, 
found on the ground and collected by RIDFW staff. 
Please keep these feathers in the box. Note: Feathers 
are able to be collected and possessed by RIDFW for 
scientific and educational purposes. The collection and 
possession of feathers by the public is prohibited by the 
Migratory Bird Treaty Act. If you find a feather out-
doors with your class, take some time to observe it, and 
then leave it in nature. 

Kit Materials



Feathered Friends
Rhode Island is home to some amazing birds! 
With the materials in this kit, you’ll be able to 
connect your students to the diversity of birds 
in their own backyards, bird conservation in 
Rhode Island, and how they can help. 

What’s included in this kit?
•	 Information about Rhode Island’s birds
•	 Information on bird conservation history and 

current work in Rhode Island
•	 Resources on how to help birds at home or 

at school
•	 Sample lesson plans
•	 PowerPoints 
•	 Photos and videos
•	 Show and tell items
•	 Fun bird-related activities
•	
Next Generation Science Standards
LS1A Structure and Function
LS2A Interdependent Relationships in 

Ecosystems
LS2C Ecosystem Dynamics, Functioning, and 

Resilience
LS4C Adaptation
LS4D Biodiversity and Humans
ESS3A Natural Resources
ESS3C Human Impacts on Earth Systems

Are you using this kit online only?
After using these materials in your classroom, 
please fill out our feedback form, available on 
the Rhody Critter Kits page.

Are you borrowing the physical kit?
Please be sure to fill out the feedback form and 
materials checklist (included in the bin) to en-
sure all items have been returned.  

Short-eared owl, Peter J. Ryan



Introduction: Birds are Beautiful!
Birds have captured the attention and affection of 
people for milennia, with their bright colors, amaz-
ing adaptations, and beautiful songs. Rhode Island 
is home to many diverse bird species. Our forests, 
coastlines, agricultural land, and even cities provide 
important habitat for resident and migratory birds. 

Birds fill many important niches in the environment, 
from predators and prey, to seed dispersers and pol-
linators. Birds are indicators of habitat quality, and 
by managing habitat with particular birds species 
in mind, we’re creating and maintaining habitat for 
mammals, reptiles, amphibians, insects, and native 
plants. 

Birds also have many different values to humans. 
Gamebirds like the wild turkey, Canada goose, and 
mallard are valued for food by hunters, along with 
the recreation that accompanies harvesting the birds 
during the hunting season. Birds have great non-
consumptive value to birdwatchers too. Whether you 
watch your neighborhood birds from the window, 
or hit the trails with your binoculars at the crack of 
dawn, seeing birds is always enjoyable! 

In Rhode Island, we’re working hard to conserve our 
bird populations through habitat management, popu-
lation research and monitoring, and data collection 
with the help of citizen scientists. 

Read on to learn more about birds!

Ruby-throated hummingbird, Dean Birch

Bird Fun Facts
World North 

America
Rhode 
Island

Families 243 87 55
Species ~10,000* 931 242

Did you Know?

•	 Many of a bird’s bones are 
hollow, and have criss-crossing 
structures inside to provide 
support for the bone. This re-
duces body weight, which helps 
birds fly!

•	 Birds do not have teeth.

•	 Birds have a crop, a pouch in 
their throats to store food. 
They also have a gizzard, a 
structure which grinds up food 
for digestion. 

•	 Birds evolved with dinosaurs in 
the Jurassic period 160 million 
years ago! 

*New studies suggest that there may be 
closer to 18,000 species worldwide, based on 
updated genetic data.  



Bird Conservation History in America
Today, many people appreciate and admire birds. We 
watch them through our windows, search for them with 
binoculars, and place feeders in our yards to attract our 
feathered friends. In America’s past, people also appre-
ciated and admired birds, but that admiration unfortu-
nately led to the deaths of millions of America’s birds. 
Over-harvest through unregulated market hunting 
caused a decline in America’s gamebird populations, 
while the trend for fancy, feathered hats decimated 
other non-game bird populations. One species that was 
particularly affected by the fashion industry was one 
of Rhode Island’s most iconic salt marsh species, the 
great egret, pictured above. The egret’s beautiful, long 
plumes made it a target for the hat market. Due to these 
unprecedented levels of harvest, several American bird 
species went extinct. One of the most well-known 
examples is the passenger pigeon, once so abundant 
that observers claimed the flocks darkened the sky like 
clouds.

Eventually, Americans began to notice the severe de-
crease in many bird populations, and decided it was 
time to take action! The Lacey Act of 1900 was the 
first federal law written to protect wildlife, and was 
passed in response to the effects of market hunting. The 
Lacey Act made it “unlawful to import, export, sell, ac-
quire, or purchase fish, wildlife or plants that are taken, 
possessed, transported, or sold.” The Migratory Bird 
Treaty Act of 1918 closely followed. This monumental 
act protects birds from a wide array of dangers posed 
by humans. 

Great egrets, Gerald Krausse

The Migratory Bird 
Treaty Act states:
“...it is unlawful to pur-
sue, hunt, take, capture, 
kill, possess, sell, purchase, 
barter, import, export, or 
transport any migratory 
bird, or any part, nest, or 
egg of any such bird, unless 
authorized under a permit is-
sued by the Secretary of the 
Interior. Some regulatory 
exceptions apply.”

Exceptions:
•	 Scientific studies
•	 Native American religious 

ceremonies
•	 Regulated hunting of 

specified game species



The Duck Stamp Act & The Pittman-Robertson Act
In the 1930s, the United States government made enormous strides in bird conserva-
tion legislation. In 1934, President Franklin D. Roosevelt signed the Duck Stamp 
Act. This act made it a requirement of all waterfowl hunters ages 16 and up to pur-
chase a Federal Duck Stamp each year. The proceeds of Duck Stamp sales (98 cents 
out of every dollar), goes towards purchasing or leasing wetland habitat for the Na-
tional Wildlife Refuge system. Professional artists submit their work each year to be 
selected for the Duck Stamp. There is also a Junior Duck Stamp program for young 
artists to submit their artwork for the State Duck Stamp. After winning the state com-
petition, their artwork is submitted to the national Junior Duck Stamp competition. 
Proceeds from the sale of the Junior Duck Stamp go towards supporting this educa-
tional youth art program. In Rhode Island, waterfowl hunters are required to purchase 
both the Federal and State Duck Stamps. In its over 80 year history, the Federal Duck 
Stamp has contributed $800 million to habitat conservation across the country, pro-
tecting more than 5.7 million acres of wetland habitat! You don’t have to be a hunter 
to purchase a Duck Stamp; many people purchase them as collectors’ items, out of 
appreciation for these miniature works of art. 

Following the Duck Stamp was a similar act passed in 1937, the Pittman-Robertson 
Act. Also signed by President Roosevelt, this act placed an excise tax on firearms 
and ammunition, with a later extension to archery equipment. The proceeds of this 
excise tax, paid by the manufacturers, are allocated to each state by the United States 
Fish and Wildlife Service. The funds acquired must be used for habitat acquisition, 
management, and restoration, research and monitoring of bird and mammal species, 
and hunter education. Today, this program is known as the Wildlife and Sport Fish 
Restoration Program, and has contributed millions of dollars to wildlife conserva-
tion across the country. In Rhode Island, this is how we fund the vast majority of our 
conservation programs. 

Mallards, Alex Feuti



General Groups of Birds
Due to their high level of diversity, categorizing birds can get very in-depth. Official-
ly, birds are grouped into scientific orders and families based on shared physical and 
genetic characteristics. For beginners and students, the following groups are the most 
common and recognizable. If you would like to go more in depth with your students, 
take a look at the field guides included in the kit.

Northern flicker, Matt DiMaio III

Waterfowl	  
This group includes ducks, swans, and geese. There are about 160 
species in this group worldwide. Most of the birds in this group 
have webbed feet, live in wetland habitats, and seasonally migrate. 

Upland Game Birds
This group includes birds that are traditionally hunted for food 
in upland habitats (forest, meadow, etc.). In Rhode Island, we 
have several common upland game birds: wild turkey, Ameri-
can woodcock, and ring-necked pheasant (a non-native species 
stocked for hunting from captive-breeding facilities). Rarer 
native upland game birds in Rhode Island include the ruffed 
grouse and Northern bobwhite quail. These are ground nesting 
birds, and the chicks are able to leave the nest within 24 hours of 
hatching. 

Wading Birds
This group includes long-legged birds that wade in the shallow 
water of marshes, swamps, and mudflats. Examples in Rhode 
Island include herons, egrets, and ibises (pictured on the front 
cover). 

Harlequin ducks, Richard Leach

Wild turkey, Paul Topham

Great blue heron, Gerald Krausse



Black-throated blue warbler, Jay Osenkowski

Raptors	 
This group includes birds of prey: eagles, owls, hawks, vultures, 
and falcons. Raptors have sharp, hooked beaks, strong talons, 
and excellent eyesight. All of these adaptations make them in-
credible hunters (or scavengers in the case of vultures). 

Shorebirds 
This group includes smaller coastal birds like sandpipers, oyster-
catchers, and plovers. These birds can be found along sandy and 
rocky shores, and migrate long distances. For example, the piping 
plover migrates from New England to South America each year. 

Passerines 	 
Also called “perching birds,” this group includes songbirds. It is 
an enormous group, accounting for about half of all bird species! 
Perching birds have feet with three toes in the front, and one toe 
in the back. At birth, chicks are featherless, blind, and helpless. 

Great horned owl, Peter J. Ryan

Piping plover, Dean Birch

Eastern bluebird, Richard Leach

Other Bird Groups
There are many other groups of birds that are more specific than the six listed above. 
Loons, grebes, hummingbirds, swifts, cuckoos, terns, skimmers, gulls, nightjars, 
kingfishers, cormorants, rails, coots, storm petrels, skuas, and jaegars sit in their own 
taxonomic groups. All of these can be found in Rhode Island at some point during the 
year, or just offshore in our coastal waters. Learn about these groups with your stu-
dents by assigning a group of birds to several students to research, and then share 
what they learned! 



Peregrine falcon, Peter J. Ryan

Rhode Island Wildlife Action Plan
What is a Wildlife Action Plan?
The State and Tribal Wildlife Grants (SWG) program was created by Congress in 2000 to 
fund actions to conserve declining fish and wildlife species before they become threatened 
or endangered. In order to be eligible for these matching grants, states must complete a State 
Wildlife Action Plan (SWAP) every 10 years. These proactive plans assess the health of each 
state’s wildlife and habitats, identify the threats they face, and outline actions needed to con-
serve them over the long term.

Rhode Island’s first-ever Wildlife Action Plan (formerly Comprehensive Wildlife Conserva-
tion Strategy) was adopted by the RI DEM and approved by the US Fish and Wildlife Ser-
vice in 2005. It was part of an unprecedented national framework of similar plans developed 
by every US state and territory that together presented a national action agenda for prevent-
ing wildlife from becoming endangered.

2015 Rhode Island Wildlife Action Plan
RIDEM, with assistance from the Rhode Island chapter of The Nature Conservancy and the 
University of Rhode Island, was the first state in the nation to publish its 10-year revision.  The 
2015 RI WAP is a comprehensive plan that provides direction to and coordination of wildlife 
conservation efforts over the coming decade. Rhode Island is home to almost 900 vertebrate 
and an estimated 20,000 invertebrate wildlife species that range from the scenic coastline to 
upland and wetland forests. Included in this natural diversity are a suite of mammals, birds, rep-
tiles and amphibians, fish and invertebrates that the State has identified as Species of Greatest 
Conservation Need (SGCN). Benefits that the RI WAP brings to the state include:

•	 A comprehensive approach to wildlife conservation
•	 Millions of dollars in matching funds for the conservation of non-game species and their habitats
•	 New local and regional partnerships and increased support for statewide conservation priorities

For more information about the Rhode Island Wildlife Action Plan, 
visit dem.ri.gov/wildilfeactionplan.

For a complete list of bird Species of Greatest Conservation Need, click here. 

http://dem.ri.gov/wildlifeactionplan
http://www.dem.ri.gov/programs/bnatres/fishwild/swap/sgcncomm.pdf


Belted kingfisher, Richard Leach

Bird Conservation in Rhode Island: RI Bird Atlas 2.0
What is the RI Bird Atlas 2.0?
This project was completed between 2015 and 2019 by the RI DFW in collaboration 
with the University of Rhode Island and over 200 volunteers. The purpose of this 
project was to document all of the bird species in Rhode Island, and where they oc-
cur in the state. To do this, the state was split into 165 blocks, and volunteers were 
assigned to each block to collect data. This is the second bird atlas Rhode Island has 
produced; the first atlas ran from 1982-1987. Rhode Island’s habitats and bird popula-
tions have certainly changed since then, so it was time to update our data!

What have we learned from the RI Bird Atlas 2.0?
The completion of this second bird atlas is very exciting, because we now have infor-
mation on Rhode Island’s breeding birds, but also information about migration peri-
ods, and wintering bird populations. In this case, Rhode Island’s small size works to 
our advantage. Volunteers were able to cover the entire state and collect an enormous 
amount of data, making this the most complete and comprehensive bird atlas ever 
completed! The breeding atlas confirmed 173 breeding species in the state; across 
the breeding, migration, and winter atlases, a total of 242 species were documented 
in Rhode Island. The data for each species has three maps: presence/absence in each 
block, where each species has been confirmed breeding, and the hotspots for each 
species (where they seem to congregate the most). We also have information about 
the most important habitats for each species. 

How will this help birds in Rhode Island?
Knowing all this information will help RI DFW make informed habitat management 
decisions with birds in mind. Knowing the hotspots for each species can guide our 
land conservation strategies. For example, if there is an opportunity to purchase and 
conserve land for the Management Area system, it will be useful to know the areas 
that are critically important for RI’s bird Species of Greatest Conservation Need. This 
data will also be available to the public, to be used by town land trusts and non-profit 
organizations for the benefit of birds on their properties. In short, the more we know, 
the better we can help RI’s amazing array of birds!  



Annual Canada goose banding, Sarah Petrarca

Bird Conservation in Rhode Island: Waterfowl Banding
What is banding?
“Banding” is the term used to describe the capture, marking, and release of birds for 
scientific research. Birds are captured by biologists, and marked with a lightweight, 
aluminum band on their leg. Bird bands are made in different sizes appropriate for 
different groups of birds. They are designed to fit comfortably like a loose bracelet, 
and do not harm the bird. Each band has an individual and unique number on it that is 
registered with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. 

How do we band waterfowl in Rhode Island? 
We complete two major waterfowl banding projects per year. The first focuses on 
American black ducks and occurs during January and February. The ducks are cap-
tured before sunrise as they forage for food in coastal salt marshes. Biologists use a 
net that is fired above the flock with small rockets. Ducks are banded, and biologists 
determine their age and sex based on wing feather wear and beak color. Males have a 
bright yellow beak, and females have an olive-brown beak. The ducks are then re-
leased back onto the marsh. Mallards are also banded during the fall and winter. 

The second banding project focuses on Canada geese and happens during June and 
July.  During this time, geese are molting their feathers, and are therefore flightless. 
Geese are herded by staff members and volunteers paddling kayaks, and guided into a 
temporary pen. Data collection includes banding, determining the sex of the bird, and 
recording the bird’s age (hatch year or adult). We band geese all across the state for 
this project, in rural, suburban, and urban habitats. This project requires considerable 
staff time in the field, and requires the help of multiple staff and volunteers. 

Why do we band waterfowl?
Bird banding has a long and valuable history. Information gained through these ef-
forts such as survival, number of offspring born, age, and sex distribution is used in 
models that guide the management and conservation of waterfowl. Hunters who har-
vest a banded bird are required to submit the band number to a database maintained 
by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. This data helps us decide the length and timing 
of hunting seasons, and the number of birds each hunter is allowed to harvest (bag 
limit). 



Bird Conservation in Rhode Island: Sea Duck Research
What is a sea duck?
Sea ducks are a unique group of birds that spend much of their time on salt water. 
They are amazing divers, and dive down 10-65 feet deep to feed on aquatic plants, 
shellfish, invertebrates, and small fish. During the summer breeding season, most spe-
cies of sea ducks nest in the far northern reaches of Canada, along the coast and on 
large lakes in the remote regions of Canada’s boreal forest. For the rest of the year, 
they migrate south along both the Atlantic and Pacific coasts, where they spend the 
winter. 

Why are we interested in studying sea ducks?
Studying these birds on the breeding grounds is very difficult because of their remote 
nature.  In recent years, several sea duck species have experienced significant popula-
tion decline. Rhode Island’s coastline and the Narragansett Bay provide key wintering 
habitat for many species of migratory sea ducks. Sea ducks are valued by hunters and 
bird watchers alike, and we want to make sure that they continue to return to Narra-
gansett Bay for years to come. 

How have we learned more about sea ducks in Rhode Island?
Since 2010, the Atlantic and Great Lake Sea Duck Migration Study, in coordination 
with the USFWS Sea Duck Joint Venture, has tracked local and regional movements 
of these high priority sea ducks in eastern North America using satellite transmit-
ters. The transmitters are surgically implanted by a veterinarian underneath the skin 
of captured birds, which are then released. The transmitters send signals to satellites, 
which allow biologists to see the birds’ movements on a map. This partnership has 
involved Rhode Island DFW staff and URI researchers, along with state, U.S. Federal, 
and Canadian agencies throughout eastern North America. Combined with individual 
efforts by research partners dating back to 2002, this project has resulted in one of the 
most comprehensive datasets on long-distance movements of five species (common 
eider, black scoter, surf scoter, white-winged scoter, and long-tailed duck), with over 
200,000 locations from 672 individuals! To date, we have focused on the movements 
of each species and overall seasonal movements. This dataset also provides a unique 
opportunity to compare year-round movement patterns across species, and to identify 
key sites with broad conservation importance. In the future, we plan to use telemetry 
data to analyze how individual species share resources in common habitat areas and 
identify important landscape features selected by sea ducks during different seasons. 
This will help guide strategies for conserving sea duck habitats and populations in 
eastern North America. Participating in this long term, collaborative project has helped 
Rhode Island make important conservation decisions, such as selecting the best site 
for the Block Island offshore wind farm to avoid negatively impacting our winter sea 
ducks. 

White-winged scoter, Peter Paton



Eastern towhee, Matt DiMaio III

Bird Conservation in Rhode Island: Young Forest Habitat
What is a young forest?
A young forest is characterized by small, young trees that are about 10 to 20 years 
old. They grow very close together, and there are lots of shrubs and briar thickets 
growing in the understory of the forest. Trees like birches, aspens, oaks, and maples 
are the most common trees you’ll see in a young forest. These tree species prefer to 
grow in areas with lots of sun. You won’t see too many aspens or birches in an old 
forest that is shaded by big pine or beech trees. In a mature forest, the understory has 
very few plants, and the trees are spaced far apart. Young forests grow as the result 
of some type of disturbance on the landscape, like fire, intense storms, or logging. If 
left undisturbed, forests age into mature forest habitat. The tree species and the struc-
ture of a forest influences the bird species that you’ll find in that forest. 

Which bird species live in young forest habitats?
In the Northeast, more than 40 bird species need young forest habitat, and are con-
sidered Species of Greatest Conservation Need. The dense thickets of young forest 
habitat provide lots of food for these birds, including insects and fruits, as well as 
cover and protection from predators. Warblers (like the black-and-white warbler and 
chestnut-sided warbler), sparrows (like the white-throated sparrow), ruffed grouse, 
whip-poor-will, Eastern towhee, black-billed cuckoo, and American woodcock all 
require young forest. And that’s just a few species! Even birds that live in the mature 
forest will spend time in young forest searching for food or getting ready for migra-
tion at the end of the summer. 

What are we doing in Rhode Island to manage young forest habitat?
In Rhode Island, we are focusing on creating and managing young forest habitat 
across our State Management Areas. We have performed selective clear cuts at some 
sites, with plans to do more. Each cut is strategically placed on a set number of acres 
that is relatively small in comparison to the rest of the property. For example, a 2017 
cut at the Great Swamp Wildlife Management Area only affected 37 of the 3,600 total 
acres that make up the management area. Our habitat biologist and foresters carefully 
select which trees will be cut, and which trees will remain to provide healthy seeds 
to naturally replant the area. We make brush piles with the branches of the cut trees 
to provide cover for rabbits, snakes, and other small animals. We also leave standing 
dead trees, or snags, for woodpeckers, owls, bats, and other wildlife. Cuts are strategi-
cally placed near previous cuts to create a network of forest patches that are all dif-
ferent ages. This connectivity and age diversity benefits the wildlife that use young 
forest habitat.  



Bird Conservation in Rhode Island: Wild Turkey 
Community Scientist Surveys
What is a community scientist?
A community scientist is a volunteer who helps collect biological data. You don’t 
have to have any background in science to participate. You just need to care about 
wildlife! There are community scientist projects all over the world, including right 
here in Rhode Island!

How can I help?
Every year, we ask Rhode Islanders to submit observations of wild turkeys in July 
and August. We ask for observations of males, females, baby turkeys (poults). You 
don’t have to go anywhere special to gather these observations. If you see a turkey 
in your yard, neighborhood, or while you’re out and about, you can submit your 
data. Information about this project is circulated via social media and a press re-
lease from the RIDEM.

Why are we gathering this information?  
The data that is collected from these observations allows RI DFW biologists to es-
timate the number and distribution of turkeys in the state each year. Looking at the 
data from years past can give us an idea of how our turkey population is doing. Are 
there more turkeys than last year? Less? Can we see any trends? By asking these 
questions, biologists can determine if our population is healthy or if we need to 
take steps to manage turkeys, such as allowing a higher bag limit, lower bag limit 
or take other management actions, like protecting or restoring habitat. Turkeys dis-
appeared from the state once before and we don’t want that to happen again. They 
are highly valued as a food source and play an important role the ecosystem. By 
monitoring their numbers through this community science project and our spring 
gobbler surveys, we can help maintain a healthy turkey population in Rhode Island.  

Wild turkeys, Paul Topham



Narragansett Bay Colonial Nesting Bird Survey
What is a colonial nesting bird?
A colonial nesting bird is any species of bird that nests in groups. In Rhode Island, 
we especially focus on colonial waterbirds. These are birds that nest in groups (or 
colonies) along the coast or on islands. Shorebirds, like plovers and oystercatch-
ers, are territorial, solitary nesters. They do not share their nesting space with 
other birds of the same species, so their nests are generally hundreds of feet apart 
or more. There are a few benefits to this strategy: they don’t have to share their 
resources (like food) with other families and can rely on camouflage to avoid 
depredation of the nests and chicks. Conversely, colonial nesting waterbirds rely 
on numbers to avoid depredation. They also, like the shorebirds in Rhode Island, 
prefer nesting on islands which were historically separate from the mainland, and 
therefore less vulnerable to terrestrial predators. Examples of colonial waterbirds 
are gulls, cormorants, terns, and wading birds, like herons, egrets, and ibises. By 
nesting in large groups, they overwhelm predators. If coyotes or crows make to 
the nesting colonies, these predators may eat some of the eggs, but they will fill up 
before they eat all of the eggs, so there will be many eggs and chicks that survive. 
Nesting in large numbers also allows colonial waterbirds to gang up on and harass 
predators within the colonies. Common terns are known for being especially vi-
cious toward unwanted visitors, dive bombing, pecking, and pooping on intruders. 
Believe it or not, they have excellent aim!

How do we survey for these birds?
Biologists visit the islands and habitats throughout Narragansett Bay to get a nest 
count of each species. Visits to the colonies are short, and biologists keep their 
distance from the birds as best as they can. Some colonies are on islands that biolo-
gists can hop off the boat and walk around on, while others are on big rocks in the 
ocean that can’t be accessed at all. At these trickier spots, biologists count the birds 
from the safety of the boat using binoculars. 

Why are we gathering this information?  
This information is gathered in Rhode Island and all along the Atlantic Coast of the 
United States so that we can monitor trends in the population. If we see obvious 
changes in the numbers of nesting birds or shifts in where birds are nesting along 
the coast, these become signals. The signals help us to address and research any 
environmental stressors which might be causing these changes. In some cases, these 
changes can also alert us to changes in the availability of fish or presence of envi-
ronmental toxins. In these cases the birds become environmental indicators.

Great black-backed gull, Jay Osenkowski



Bird nest, Gabrielle DeMeillon

Helping Birds
There are lots of ways that we all can help birds right in our own backyards. Many of these 
can be extended to the schoolyard as well! Here are some common do’s and don’ts for re-
sponsibly helping birds:

Create a welcoming habitat - Planting native trees, shrubs, and wildflowers is one of the 
best ways to provide habitat for birds. Native plants are the most useful to wildlife, and can 
provide appropriate, natural shelter and food (fruits, seeds, nuts, nectar). Landscape plants 
can be useful as well, but try to incorporate as many natives as possible. 

Leave dead stumps (or trees, if safe) - Dead trees (snags), rotting logs, and stumps are 
full of insects, perfect for woodpeckers. Many species of birds will use tree cavities for nest-
ing as well. 

Build nest boxes - Building nest boxes is a great way to provide shelter for birds, especially 
if you don’t have a bunch of tree cavities nearby. There are lots of templates available on-
line. Check the Quick Links page for more information. 

Feed birdseed, fruit, suet, or clear sugar water - There are a lot of things you need to do 
to properly feed birds. Bird feeders should be cleaned properly with hot water and a diluted 
vinegar/water or bleach/water solution. Birds can get sick if bird feeders are not cleaned 
properly. Old seeds and wet food should be removed to avoid mold growth, which can be 
toxic to birds. Hummingbird feeders should contain a 1:4 sugar:water ratio, and the liquid 
should NOT contain any dyes or coloring. Hummingbird feeders should be hung up in a 
shady area, and should only be filled halfway. The water should be changed every 2-3 days 
to avoid mold growth, which can be toxic to hummingbirds. Feeders should be thoroughly 
rinsed and scrubbed with hot water when refilled to keep clean. If all of this seems like too 
much work, you can always plant flowers for hummingbirds, or shrubs that produce fruits 
for other birds! In the long run, it’s actually more beneficial to birds to provide food via 
habitat than through feeders.

Take down your bird feeders from March through November - Rhode Island has had an 
increase in black bear observations, and bird feeders are a major attractant for bears. Birds 
are perfectly fine finding their own food, as are bears. There’s no need to turn your bird 
feeder into a bear feeder! This can lead to bears becoming habituated with human sources of 
food, which is something we want to avoid for the safety of bears and people. 

DON’T feed birds bread, food scraps, or other snacks - Bread is notoriously unhealthy 
for birds, providing no nutritional value, and causing growth deformities. Old bread can also 
contain toxic mold, and can cause birds to choke or die from digestive distress. 

DON’T kidnap baby birds - If you find a baby bird that is hopping on the ground and has 
feathers, leave it be! It is a fledgling learning to hop and fly, and its parents are nearby ready 
to care for it. If the baby bird is in a dangerous situation, like in a road or driveway, you can 
certainly move it out of harm’s way, to a safe place close to where you found it.. Baby birds 
that have few feathers and open eyes are called nestlings, while those with no feathers and 
closed eyes are called hatchlings. If found on the ground, they should be placed back in the 
nest, if it can be found. If you are concerned about a baby bird or find an injured baby 
bird, you can call the Wildlife Rehabilitators Association of Rhode Island for assistance 
at 401-294-6363.



Northern cardinal, Mary Gannon

Connecting Students with Birds
The best thing about birds? You don’t have to travel far to observe them! As illustrated by 
the Rhode Island Bird Atlas 2.0, every city and town in Rhode Island is home to dozens of 
bird species! To see them, all it takes is a little patience and setting aside the time to look. 
Here are some tips for birdwatching with students:

Use whatever space you have available - What do the outdoors look like at your school? 
Don’t worry if your school is not in a wooded area, birds are everywhere! Is there a spot 
where you can quietly sit with your students to conduct observations? Do you have a place 
where you could walk, even if it’s just around the school building? If your school is within 
walking distance of a local park, take advantage of the nearby green space. More and more 
schools are adding outdoor classrooms. This is an excellent opportunity to make a bird-
friendly space at your school! Maybe you can work with your students on ways to make 
your schoolyard a small bird habitat. 

For equipment, focus on the bare minimum - You don’t need to go out and buy 30 pairs of 
binoculars for your students in order to have a successful birding experience. If your school 
will support you in buying binoculars, then by all means, go for it! However, there are other 
materials that are more economical and just as useful. Investing in some bird field guides for 
your classroom is a good first step. There are many field guides on the market for different 
audiences. Whatever guide you decide on, we suggest getting one that focuses on Eastern 
North America or New England. 

Take advantage of technology - Cornell Lab of Ornithology has an amazing, FREE bird 
identification app called Merlin. This app is great for beginners, because you can plug in a 
few observations (bird size, color, habitat, etc.), and it will give you some options on what 
the bird you are observing might be. It also has an excellent library of bird calls and songs, 
which is a great way to get your students started. A lot of data collection on birds can be 
based on sounds; knowing bird sounds can also increase your students’ observational skills 
by using multiple senses. 

Don’t just go birdwatching once - Rhode Island is home to birds year-round, which means 
that birdwatching doesn’t need to be limited only to the spring and summer. Going out mul-
tiple times a year can increase students’ awareness of seasonal changes and how wild ani-
mals survive these changes. Taking multiple bird walks will also build students’ confidence 
in identifying birds; maybe by the end of the school year, they might want to birdwatch in 
their own yards and neighborhoods over the summer! If you can set aside some time for a 
bird walk even just once a month, the experience will be more impactful to your students. 

Don’t worry about knowing everything - If you personally do not know much about birds, 
don’t let that stop you! You don’t have to be an expert to go birdwatching. Learning along-
side your students can be just as rewarding as teaching. 



Bird Vocabulary
Banding - a method of marking and numbering birds for research; fitting a light-
weight aluminum band (ring) to a bird’s leg and then releasing it

Crop - the pouch in a bird’s throat used to store and carry food

Disturbance - an event that dramatically changes the landscape, such as a storm, fire, 
or human activities like logging or building

Duck Stamp Act - A conservation act passed in 1934 that requires all waterfowl 
hunters ages 16 and up to purchase a federal Duck Stamp. 98 cents of every dollar 
goes to the Migratory Bird Conservation Fund to buy wetland habitat for federal ref-
uges 

Extinct - a species that has no living individuals left

Gamebird - a bird that can be legally hunted during a regulated season

Gizzard - the part of a bird’s stomach that is designed to grind food

Lacey Act-  the first federal law passed to protect wildlife (1900), making it “unlaw-
ful to import, export, sell, acquire, or purchase fish, wildlife or plants that are taken, 
possessed, transported, or sold” 

Market hunting - unregulated hunting in the 19th and early 20th centuries; hunters 
harvested large numbers of wild animals to sell for income

Mature forest - a forest that has reached its last stage of succession, characterized by 
low disturbance, large, older trees, and species that prefer to grow in the shade

Migrate - to seasonally move from one place to another

Migratory Bird Treaty Act - passed in 1918 in response to the sharp decline of 
bird populations due to overharvest for sale; made it illegal to take, possess, import, 
export, transport, sell, purchase, barter, and offer for sale/purchase/barter any birds, 
feathers, nests, or eggs

Molting - seasonal shedding and regrowth of feathers

Niche - the role or function of a species in the ecosystem

Non-game - an animal that is not harvested by hunters

Passerine - “perching” birds or “songbirds;” largest group of birds in the world, 
characterized by 1 backward-facing and 3 forward-facing toes



Bird Vocabulary (cont.)
Pittman-Robertson Act - a conservation act passed in 1937 which placed a fed-
eral tax on firearms/ammunition/archery equipment in order to generate funding for 
wildlife conservation in each state; funds must be used for projects pertaining to bird/
mammal conservation, research, management, and habitat

Population - the number of individuals of a certain species in a given place

Raptor - bird of prey, with sharp talons and a hooked beak

Satellite transmitter - a device used by biologists to track animals; the transmitter 
is attached to the animal either internally by a veterinarian or externally on a collar, 
and sends signals to a satellite. This records the animal’s location and movements so 
biologists can learn more about the animal’s habits and needs

Sea duck - duck that spends much of its time in salt water and that feeds by diving 
underwater

Shorebird - smaller, migratory bird with long, straight beak used for probing for food 
in beach sand and coastal areas

Waterfowl - group of birds that includes ducks, swans, and geese

Understory - the assemblage of plants that grow beneath the trees in a forest



Sanderlings, Dean Birch

Quick Links 
The Young Forest Project
Learn about efforts to manage young forest habitat for birds across New England. There are also 
resources on bird species that use young forest habitat.
https://youngforest.org/

eBird
Use this interactive map to click on birding “hotspots” to see what bird species have been seen 
there. A great way to see which birds have been spotted close to your school!
https://ebird.org/hotspots?hs=L3997605&yr=all&m=

Cornell Lab of Ornithology: All About Birds
An incredible, expansive online resource about the birds of North America!
https://www.allaboutbirds.org/news/ 

All About Birds: Bird Guide
Identification and information for over 600 North American bird species
https://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/

All About Birds: Bird Academy Play Lab
Play fun, interactive games with your students to build their knowledge of birds! 
https://academy.allaboutbirds.org/learning-games/?utm_source=aab#_
ga=2.131732943.1359691417.1579884658-968972601.1579884658

All About Birds: Feeding Birds
Information on how to safely feed birds in your backyard (types of food, how to properly 
clean bird feeders, etc.)
https://www.allaboutbirds.org/news/browse/topic/feeding-birds/

All About Birds: Live Cams
Tune in to live cameras across the world to watch different kinds of birds.
https://www.allaboutbirds.org/cams/all-cams/

Cornell Lab: K-12 Education, Spanish Language Resources
Bilingual resources related to birds and the outdoors
https://www.birds.cornell.edu/k12/spanish-language/

3 Billion Birds
Recent studies show that nearly 3 billion birds have been lost across North America since 
1970. This link shares the findings of the study and how everyone can help bring birds back. 
https://www.birds.cornell.edu/home/bring-birds-back/

https://youngforest.org/
https://ebird.org/hotspots?hs=L3997605&yr=all&m= 
https://www.allaboutbirds.org/news/ 
https://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/ 
https://academy.allaboutbirds.org/learning-games/?utm_source=aab#_ga=2.131732943.1359691417.15798846
https://academy.allaboutbirds.org/learning-games/?utm_source=aab#_ga=2.131732943.1359691417.15798846
https://www.allaboutbirds.org/news/browse/topic/feeding-birds/ 
https://www.allaboutbirds.org/cams/all-cams/ 
https://www.birds.cornell.edu/home/bring-birds-back/
https://www.birds.cornell.edu/home/bring-birds-back/
https://www.birds.cornell.edu/home/bring-birds-back/
https://www.birds.cornell.edu/home/bring-birds-back/
https://www.birds.cornell.edu/home/bring-birds-back/
https://www.birds.cornell.edu/home/bring-birds-back/


Lesson 1: Bird Conservation History
Theme
America’s bird populations once experienced severe declines due to lack of protection and 
over-harvest. Today, birds are protected and many species have made a huge comeback!

Learning Objectives 
In this lesson, students will learn about the history of humans’ use of birds as a natural resource, the 
eventual overexploitation of birds, and the early conservation actions taken to save America’s birds. 
Students will also learn about how the RIDEM Division of Fish and Wildlife monitors both game 
and non-game bird species to keep our bird populations stable and protected. 

Corresponding Activities for this Lesson 
•	 Create Your Own Duck Stamp

Materials
•	 Lesson 1 PowerPoint

Lesson
1.	 Start by asking students what they know about humans’ interactions with wildlife. 

•	 How did people and wild animals interact in the past? Why might wild animals have 
been valuable to people a long time ago? 

•	 Show students the drawing of European settlers and Native Americans trading pelts. 
•	 Explain that Indigenous peoples relied on wildlife for food and clothing, but when 

Europeans arrived, they did not understand that an animal could become endangered 
or extinct. The Europeans also relied on wildlife for survival, but also extirpated 
predators, and over-harvested game, which caused the decline of many wild species. 

2.	 Show students the pictures of market hunters. Note: The pictures depict harvested 
ducks at a distance. If you feel as if these images will upset your students, skip this 
slide. You can still talk about market hunting without showing the pictures.
•	 Explain to students that after a while, people began hunting large numbers of animals 

to sell at the market for food. Ducks were one of the groups of birds that were har-
vested. Hunters would go out and harvest 50 - 100 ducks a day.

•	 Ask students if they think that hunting this many animals at a time is a good idea. 
What do they think would happen over time?

•	 Explain that this style of hunting caused huge declines in duck populations across 
America, because there were no hunting rules.
 

3.	 Show  students pictures of Victorian women wearing feathered hats. 
•	 Ask the students what they think of the hats. Are they pretty, weird, silly? 

Canada geese, Dean Birch



•	 Explain that the hat trade in the late 1800s and early 1900s was devastating to bird 
populations in America. Thousands upon thousands of birds were killed just to be put 
on hats. 

•	 How does that make everyone feel? Do you think this was ok to do? 
•	 Explain that many people felt this was not right, and started to let their voices be 

heard. Many women gathered together to form bird conservation and education 
groups, and began the first chapters of the Audubon Society. In 1918, the Migratory 
Bird Treaty Act was signed. 

•	 Explain that this act prevented people from possessing, harming, killing, disturbing, 
trading, buying, selling (etc.) birds, bird parts, eggs, feathers, or nests. This is still in 
effect today. 

•	 Ask students what migratory means. 
•	 Explain that the Migratory Bird Treaty Act involves Canada, the United States, Japan, 

and Russia. Ask students why America would involve other countries in this act. If 
students don’t guess, explain that migratory birds don’t know the difference between 
countries, and don’t follow a human-made map! Many of our birds from New Eng-
land spend their winter in Central and South America. Some birds from the West 
Coast and Alaska fly across the Pacific. Some birds spend their summer in Canada 
and winter in New England. It makes sense that countries should work together to-
wards bird conservation because we share birds! 

4.	 Explain to students that things have changed drastically for birds since then!  
•	 Show students the slide with pictures of Narragansett Bay’s nesting colonies. 
•	 Details about the Division of Fish and Wildlife’s annual monitoring efforts of these 

colonial nesting species are included in the notes section of the slide.

5.	 Show students the Duck Stamp Act slide and explain that America’s hunters be-
came a big part of the conservation and restoration of bird populations and habi-
tats. 
•	 Details about the Duck Stamp Act are included in the notes section of the slide. 
•	 Ask students how conserving wetland habitats for ducks could perhaps help other 

birds/wildlife.

6.   Show students the pictures of RI’s annual goose banding project.
•	 Details about goose banding are included in the notes section of the slide. 
•	 Ask students why they think counting and tracking birds (especially gamebirds) is 

important.

7.   Explain to students that hunters were made further responsible for wildlife conser	
      vation with the signing of the Pittman-Robertson Act. 

•	 Details about the Pittman-Robertson Act are included in the notes section of the slide.

8.   Wrap up: Review with students the timeline of events in this story of bird conservation. 
•	 Ask what they think needs to happen to continue this story, to conserve and protect 

birds in the future. A KWL chart would work great with this lesson!



Lesson 2: Bird Adaptations & Niches
Theme
Birds are very diverse and have a lot of cool adaptations! All of these adaptations help 
birds fill various niches in the environment. It’s important to keep track of our bird 
diversity here in Rhode Island so we can make informed decisions to help our birds in 
the future.
Learning Objectives
In this lesson, students will learn about the basic adaptations of birds and general 
groups of birds. Students will also learn about the Rhode Island Bird Atlas 2.0. 

Corresponding Activities for this Lesson 
•	 Bird Beak Buffet
•	 Bird Beak Detectives
•	 Create Your Own Bird Atlas

Materials
•	 Lesson 2 PowerPoint
•	 Bird skull models and replicas
•	 Feathers

Lesson
1.	 Show students the collage slide of Rhode Island birds and ask for some ideas 

about what makes birds different from other animals. 
•	 Write down students’ answers on the board, or let students write them. 
•	 Ask students to look for some common themes in their answers.  A KWL chart 

would work well at the start of this lesson.
•	 Hopefully students will have touched on some of the following characteristics 

of birds: Birds have feathers, lay eggs, are warm-blooded, don’t have teeth, 
have hollow bones

2.	 Pass around the loose feathers included in the kit. Ask students to be gentle 
with the feathers as they explore. 
•	 Ask students what they think bird feathers are made of, and if all feathers are 

the same. How do feathers stay together? 
•	 Ask students why they think birds have feathers, other than to fly? 
•	 Show students the pictures of the blue jay, fluffed up to stay warm, and the duck, with 

beads of water on its feathers. Explain that some feathers are designed to protect birds 
against the weather.

•	 Show students the pictures of the wood duck and American woodcock. Explain 
that many birds use brightly colored feathers to attract a mate, while others use 
their feathers to camouflage. 

Osprey, Matt DiMaio III



3.	 Show students the photo of the structure of a feather and the different types 
of feathers. Details about feather structure and function can be found in the notes 
section of the PowerPoint. 
•	 Ask students to guess the function of each feather type based on its structure. 

4.	 Ask students to list some things that birds might eat. Record the list on the 
board. 
•	 When students have finished, compare their list to the list on the slide. Were 

there any correct guesses? Any silly guesses?

5.	 Show students the collage of photos showing different bird beak shapes. This 
is a great time to let students look at the bird skull replicas and models. Ex-
plain that what a bird eats depends on its beak shape. Ask students to think about 
why the shape of the beaks in the photos corresponds to what that bird is eating in 
the photo. For example, the great blue heron is eating a fish. What about the her-
on’s beak makes it a good tool for catching fish? For the great horned owl and the 
crow, ask students to make a prediction about what these birds might eat, based on 
their beak shape. Students should be able to guess the owl’s diet easily, but may 
have to think a little bit about the crow, which is a generalist that eats all sorts of 
things. 

6.	 Explain to students that each bird on this slide fills a particular niche. 
•	 Ask students if they have ever heard the word niche before. 
•	 Ask them to take a guess about what that word means in the context of what 

they were just discussing regarding bird beak shapes.

7.	 Explain that a niche is an animal’s role, or job, in the ecosystem. All of the 
niches fit together like a puzzle, making up the big picture of the ecosystem. 

8.   Explain that in Rhode Island, we’re very interested in learning about the 		
      diversity of  birds living here, and the habitats they’re using. 

•	 Show students the Rhode Island Breeding Bird Atlas 2.0 slide. Notes about the 
Bird Atlas can be found in the PowerPoint.

•	 After learning about the Bird Atlas, work together to create your own bird atlas 
for the outdoor space around the school! 



Lesson 3: How Can I Help Birds?
Theme
All wildlife benefit from quality habitat and connectivity. The conversion of urban 
green spaces and suburban yards into more welcoming habitat can make a big differ-
ence for birds. Small actions add up!
Learning Objectives
In this lesson, students will learn about ways to create bird habitat in their own yards 
and communities, the proper way to feed birds, a community science opportunity 
with wild turkeys, and how the Division of Fish and Wildlife is managing habitat with 
birds in mind.  

Corresponding Activities for this Lesson 
•	 Migration Madness

Materials
•	 Lesson 3 PowerPoint

Lesson
1.	 Review from the last lesson that Rhode Island’s birds fill lots of different 

niches and live in a variety of habitats.
•	 Ask students to think of some different habitats in which birds might live. 
•	 Show students the collage of habitat photos (all taken in Rhode Island). 
•	 Explain that a bird’s adaptations determine the habitat in which it lives, and the 

niche that it fills. Some species have only adapted to live in one type of habitat, 
while others are less picky about where they live.  

•	 Can students think of an example of a bird that only lives in a certain type of 
habitat? How about a bird that can live in lots of different habitats?

2.	 Show students the map of Rhode Island, explaining that one of the big goals 
in our state is to protect as much diverse habitat as possible. The more habitat 
we conserve/manage, and the more diverse habitats we protect (forest, coastline, 
wetlands, etc), the better for our birds. 
•	 In Rhode Island, we have approximately 60,000 acres of land conserved in our 

State Management Areas (green shapes on the map). 
•	 Rhode Island’s birds have most definitely benefited from State conservation 

land, as well as from State Parks and other conservation land throughout RI 
(Audubon, Nature Conservancy, town land trusts).

American goldfinch, Mike Stultz



3. Explain that one of the habitats RI DFW is focusing on for birds is young 
forest.

•	 How old do students think the trees might be in a young forest? Are they big 
or small? Why might a bird like young forest habitat?

•	 Details about young forest habitat and the bird species that benefit from this 
habitat type are in the notes section of the PowerPoint. If you would like to 
go more in depth learning about young forest habitat, activities and resourc-
es focused on this habitat type are available in the “Home Sweet Habitat - 
Forests” kit.

4. Explain to students that you don’t have to have a big piece of land like a 		
Wildlife Management Area to create bird habitat. 

•	 Ask students what they think are some ways that we can create bird habitat 
in our own yards, neighborhoods, and cities. Are there things that we could 
do right at home? How about at school? In our town or city?

•	 After brainstorming some ideas, review the components of habitat (food, 
water, shelter, space). Explain to students that we can help provide all of 
these things right at home with nest boxes, gardens with native plants, bird-
baths, and bird feeders.

5. Ask students what they think are appopriate foods for birds. There is exten-
sive information about how to properly feed birds in the Lesson 3 PowerPoint. 

•	 Explain to students that bread and food scraps are not healthy for birds. 
These foods are not naturally part of birds’ diets and can cause health issues. 

•	 Imagine if you only ate potato chips for your entire life. Would you be 
healthy? Probably not! It’s the same with birds and bread. The bread, crack-
ers, and other processed human foods people often leave out for birds taste 
good, but are not healthy for them.They can actually make birds very sick!

6. Ask students why they think bird feeders should be taken down in the 
spring and summer. 

•	 Explain that birds know how to feed themselves year-round. We want birds 
to live a natural life foraging for their own food. 

•	 We also have black bears in Rhode Island. Bears love to eat pretty much 
anything, so leaving out seeds, suet, or fruit for birds is an open invitation 
for a bear to stop by for breakfast or a late night snack. To avoid habituating 
bears to bird feeders, and also to keep your bird feeder from being squashed 
by a bear, it’s best to take bird feeders down from March through November.

7. Ask students what they think they should do if they find a baby bird out of the nest. 
•	 Show students pictures of baby birds at different stages. Instructions on how 

to handle baby birds and how to tell if they need your help are included in 
the notes section of the PowerPoint. 

8. Ask students if they have ever heard of a community scientist.
•	 Explain that there are lots of opportunities for people who may not have a 

science background to still participate in scientific studies. One opportunity 
is the annual wild turkey observation project with the RI Division of Fish 
and Wildlife! Details about this project are in the notes section of the Pow-
erPoint. 


