What Makes a Bird…a Bird

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

There are over 10,000 species, or types, of birds on
Earth. What do all of these animals have in common?
All birds grow feathers. Feathers are the main characteristic that separates birds from other groups of animals. They are made of a substance
called keratin, the same material our fingernails are made of. Feathers are
important for powering flight, insulating the body to trap heat, camouflaging, and attracting mates.

Northern Flicker by
Charlie Muise

There are two main types of feathers. Contour feathers are smooth and stiff yet
flexible and lightweight. Contour feathers found on the wing are called flight feathers.
They create lift, or the force that allows a bird to fly, and allow a bird to maneuver in the air.
The other main type of feather is a down feather. These are the soft, fluffy
feathers that help keep a bird warm.
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All birds have wings. Wings allow birds to move in different ways, such as
flying and swimming. Using their wings, birds can get to every continent on
Earth and live in almost every type of ecosystem. A wing is made up of layers
of flight feathers attached to a short line of bones.

Unlike mammals, most birds have hollow bones that are fused, or joined
together. This makes a bird's body lightweight but very strong. Some
bones are completely hollow and some are partially hollow. Some bones
have struts, or tiny pieces of bone, inside to help support them. These
traits make flight possible.
Like mammals, birds are warm-blooded. Birds can maintain their body
temperature in very cold or very hot weather. This is another trait that allows birds to live in so many different ecosystems.
Red-shouldered Hawk by Patrick Addy

Birds have large eyes and excellent eyesight. Their eyes are located
on the sides of their head and are fixed in place in the eye socket. This is why a bird turns its head to see in different
directions. Birds use two types of vision. They use binocular vision when both eyes focus on one object, similar to
how people see. With their eyes on the sides of their heads, birds can also focus on two different objects at the same
time! This is called monocular vision.
Birds use their superior hearing for finding a mate, communicating with other birds, detecting danger, and hunting. A bird's ears are tiny holes on the sides of their head, but we cannot see them because they are covered by feathers. Birds can hear a wide range of sounds, from very low to very high pitches that people cannot hear.
All birds have a bill, also called a beak. The bill is used for collecting or catching food, drinking water, feeding young,
preening (cleaning their feathers), and attacking an enemy. Different groups of birds have different types of bills depending on the kind of food they eat.
Birds have a two-part stomach. The first part is like a human stomach; strong substances called stomach acids digest some of the food. The second part is called the gizzard. This part of the stomach takes the place of teeth. It is a
strong muscle that grinds and crushes hard pieces of food like seeds.

Chippy Challenge
Try to label the diagram of the bird below using the vocabulary list. Think about body parts of other
animals – including humans – to help you.
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