
 

 

Feeding Birds 
Part of Atlanta Audubon Society’s Learning About Birds curriculum series. 

What’s on the Menu?   FOOD    ADAPTATIONS 

 

  
 

 

 

The True Meaning of Fast Food 
 

Birds look for quick and easy meals that are packed with energy.  To 
keep from becoming dinner themselves, birds must be fast and effec-
tive when it comes to food.  They also must eat a lot to be able to fly 
and keep their body temperature steady.   
 
Different birds specialize in finding and eating different kinds of 
foods.  They are called specialists. They have adaptations that make 
them experts at collecting or hunting a certain type of food.  An ad-
aptation is a characteristic that allows a living thing to survive in its 
habitat.  There are two types of adaptations. A physical adapta-
tion is a part of a living thing’s body.  An example of a physical adap-
tation on a bird is its wings.  A behavioral adaptation is the way 
something acts or behaves. An example of a behavioral adaptation of 
a bird is its ability to fly.  Anne McCallum 

 

Try matching the type 
of food with the adap-
tations that a bird 
would need to eat it 
by drawing a line be-
tween pairs. Be sure 
to look closely at each 
photo and read each 
description for clues. 
 
Can you figure out 
what species, or types, 
of birds are featured? 
Use a field guide to 
figure out who’s who! 
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Cone-shaped bill that 
works like a nut-
cracker 
 

Large spear-like bill 
(or large scoop bill) 
 

Long straw-like bill 
with a long tongue 
 

Long bill, sometimes 
curved, and long legs 
 
 
Hooked bill, strong 
feet, and sharp talons 
 
 
Pointy bill and  
whiskers 
 
Chisel bill 
 
 
Wide bill that works 
like a strainer and 
webbed feet 

Small mammals, 
birds, snakes, frogs 

 
Insects and other 

invertebrates 
 

Insects living  
in bark 

 
 

Seeds 
 
 

Nectar 
 
 
 

Tiny aquatic (live in 
water) plants and 

animals  
 

Small animals in 
mud and sand 

 
Fish 

Chippy the Chipping Spar-
row here! One of the best 
ways to learn about birds 
is to feed them.  But first 
you must know what they 
eat and how they eat it! 
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Many birds eat a variety of foods depending on what 
is available.  For example, as it gets colder and fewer 
insects are around, many birds eat seeds and fruits 
that are available.   

Some birds are generalists.  Generalists are not experts at finding 
one type of food; they can grab any type of food depending on what is 
available as conditions in their environment change.  A crow is a good 
example of a generalist.  If you examine a crow's bill, you will notice it 
has no special adaptations, but rather a thick, straight, pointed bill that 
can handle seeds, fruit, meat and even leftover French fries! 

 

Four Basics to Attracting Birds 
 

When thinking about how you can attract birds to come close to you, think about what all animals need to survive in 
an environment: food, water, shelter and space.  In other words, to attract birds, you must provide a suitable habitat 
for them.  Make sure that you set up your habitat in a place where you can observe the birds! 

FOOD 
 
 
 

You can provide seeds, suet, 
peanut butter, fruit, insects and 
nectar for birds. Each of these 
types of foods should be kept in 
a separate feeder. This includes 
different types of seeds. 

WATER 

Fill a birdbath, pie plate, or 
similarly shaped container 
with 1-2 inches of water. 
Keep your water source off 
the ground and change the 
water often.  

SHELTER 
 
 
 

 

Keep food and water 
close to plant cover 
where birds can quickly 
hide from predators.   

SPACE 
 
 
 

 
 
Make sure food and 
water sources are not 
placed right next to 
shelter.  

  Types of Food and Feeders  

Lots of different 
songbirds will 
come to a feeder 
with this seed. Try 
putting black-oil 
sunflower seeds in 
a tube feeder or 
hopper feeder. 

Black-Oil Sunflower Seeds 

Ground-feeding birds like doves, sparrows and 
juncos like this tiny seed on a tray feeder. Tray 
feeders will attract the largest variety of birds.  

 Suet 
This hard, greasy animal fat 
can be bought in blocks or 
pegs to stuff into a suet 
feeder. Broken seeds, fruit 
or peanut butter can be 
mixed in suet as well.  
Woodpeckers are most of-
ten attracted to suet feed-
ers, but other insect eaters 
will stop by as well.  

Millet Seeds 

Nectar 
  You can make your own  
  nectar out of sugar and wa-
ter and put it in a special feeder for hum-
mingbirds.  Recipe for Sugar Solution - 1 part 
white table sugar, 4 parts water, boil and 
mix, let cool.  No food coloring is needed - 
hummingbirds will be attracted to the colors 
on the feeder. 

Chippy  
Challenge 

 

Invent your own 
bird feeder using recycled 
items.  What materials will 
work the best outdoors? What 
kind of food will it hold?  
Where can it be hung?   
 

You can also make your own 
bird treats by melting lard or 
suet with peanut butter. Add 
chopped up nuts or fruits. 
Putting in a little cornstarch 
or flour will make it less 
sticky.  Pour your mixture into 
a baking tin and freeze.  Or 
smear your mixture on a pine-
cone.  Whatever your concoc-
tion, be sure to write down 
your recipe and instructions! 
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Bird Feeder Science 
 

A lot about birds can be learned just by watching a bird feeder.  In fact, there is so much to learn it can be 
overwhelming!  You can focus your study by following the scientific method. This allows scientific studies 
to be fair and fact-based. Follow the steps below in your own experiment with bird feeders.  
 
Step 1 - Ask a question.  What do you want to learn from watching a bird feeder?  Write your question 
below.   
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Step 2 - Do some background research. What do you already know about the topic of your question?  
Did you learn something in this pamphlet that relates to your question?  You can also refer to books or 
trusted web sites for information. Write some notes below:  
 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Step 3 - Create a hypothesis. A hypothesis is an educated guess. Write what you think the answer to 
your question will be below.   
 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Step 4 - Set up an experiment. Write down the steps you need to follow to conduct an experiment that 
will help you answer your question.   
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Step 5 - Record observations. What did you observe in your experiment? Your question and hypothe-
sis will determine the type of information you write down. 
 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Step 6 - Draw a conclusion.  Using the observations you recorded above, answer your original ques-
tion.  Was your hypothesis true or false?  
 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 
Don't stop here!  What other questions do you have after doing this experiment?  

For more information on the Learning About Birds curriculum , please visit www.atlantaaudubon.org. 
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