
Learning Goals
Big Science Idea: 

•	 Birds that migrate (fly long distances) depend on food, water, and  
shelter along the way to survive.

Skills kids will use to investigate the ideas:

•	 Model a flock of migrating birds
•	 Identify, model, and communicate the advantages and disadvantages  

of traveling in groups and through cities
•	 Discuss solutions for reducing migration hazards

How Do You Get Ready? 
•	 Read the activity and gather the materials.
•	 Print out the “Migratory Birds” handout. Also print the “Bird  

Migration Route” handout, or identify a bird that’s common to your  
area. Audubon’s Guide to North American Birds, www.audubon.org/
bird-guide, provides more examples.

•	 Scout out a playing area, such as a park, schoolyard, basketball court, or 
other open area. Troubleshoot safety concerns (traffic, poison ivy, sharp 
objects, etc.). 

•	 For “The Migration Game,” you will need equal amounts of pasta (or 
beans) in three colors, and roughly three times as many pieces as 
you have kids. Choose one color to represent “water,” another color 
to represent “food,” and the third color to represent “city and town 
hazards.” Set out 10 to 12 small piles of mixed-color pasta (or beans) 
around the playing area. These represent stopover areas for birds. Mark 
with ribbons the “north” and “south” ends of the open area. 

•	 If you don’t plan to show the “The Haunted Shipyard Mystery” video that 
is paired with this activity on the website, watch it ahead of time and jot 
down concepts to share with kids during the activity.

Migration  
Challenge 
What Is This Activity? 
What challenges do birds face as they migrate 
through cities and towns in search of food,  
water, and shelter? Kids role-play migrating birds  
in three games.

Curriculum Topics
animals, adaptation, habitats, human impact

Activity Type 
outdoor, including sunny and cold days

Group Size
whole group

Activity Time
40–60 minutes

Materials 
• Blown-up balloon with a bird drawn in 

marker
• Dry pasta (or dried beans) in three colors 

(see “How Do You Get Ready?”)
• Two ribbons or other markers to indicate 

“north” and “south” destinations
• “Migratory Birds” handout
• “Bird Migration Route” handout
• Optional: State or regional map of bird 

migration routes
• Optional: “Explore Animals Around You” 

handout
• Optional: “Explorer’s Notebook” template

Next Generation Science Standards
Disciplinary Core Ideas
ESS3.A: Natural Resources
LS1.B: Growth and Development of Organisms 
LS1.D: Information Processing 
LS2.C: Ecosystem Dynamics, Functioning, and 
Resilience 
LS3.B: Variation of Traits 
LS4.B: Natural Selection 
LS4.C: Adaptation 

Science and Engineering Practices
Asking Questions and Defining Problems
Obtaining, Evaluating, and Communicating 
Information
Constructing Explanations and Designing Solutions

Crosscutting Concepts
Patterns
Cause and Effect: Mechanism and Prediction
Structure and Function
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Warm-up (10 minutes)

Air Bird Game
(Science Skills: Model a migrating bird)

1. The goal is to fly a “bird” (a balloon) to a new home without letting it drop.

2. Players form a line with several feet of space between each person.

3. The first player tosses the bird up and bats it toward the next player. Only 
one person can touch the ball at a time.

4. Each player, in turn, bats the balloon one person forward. (Expect a little 
chaos and erratic movement.)

5. If the bird drops to the ground before the line is complete, start over.

6. Ask: Did our bird make it to its new home? Tell the kids that they will be playing 
games that help them understand how and why birds move from one location 
to another. 

Activity
Flocking Together (15–20 minutes)
(Science Skills: Model a flock of migrating birds; identify, model, and communicate the advantages and 
disadvantages of migrating in groups)

1. Ask: Do you see any birds today? Why do they fly over our city (or town)? Where do 
you think they are going, and why? (Seeking a home in parks, fields, and other 
outdoor spaces; looking for food, water, shelter, and safety)

2. Introduce the science term migration. Explain that some animals,  
especially birds, move far away to a new location during certain parts of  
the year. Ask: Why do you think birds migrate? (To find better climate,  
more food, breeding grounds) What if a bird can’t migrate the whole  
distance in a single day? (It will have to stop somewhere to sleep or rest.)  
Are cities good or bad places for migrating birds to stop and rest? Why do  
you think that? (Accept most answers, including dangers such as traffic,  
and revisit this question later.)

3. Be free as a bird: Allow kids a few minutes to pretend to be a flock of birds, 
“flying” around however they like and interacting—or not. After a minute or 
two, join them and encourage kids to follow your lead, honking like a goose. 
Take mental note: How many kids fall in line behind you? Do they stay there 
or fall behind or fly off? Single file or not? Do they imitate your honks—or do 
their own thing?

4. Discuss: Talk about what you observed and then describe how geese fly in 
formation, as a unit. Show kids the “Migratory Birds” handout with the 
birds flying in “V” formation—with a leader at the head and other birds behind 
it in two angled lines. Ask: What do you think it’s like to fly in a large flock? To be 
the leader?

5. Divide the group in half and choose two older or more mature children 
to be leaders. Have each group pretend they are migrating geese flying 
in “V” formation. Expect some confusion at first! Let kids figure out how to 

Snow Geese fly in a “V” formation.

Migratory Birds
handout

Exploring your world, 
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Migration
The movement of ani-
mals to a new location 
in search of better cli-
mate, food, or breeding 
ground. Migration is 
often seasonal, mean-
ing that animals spend 
part of the year in one 
location and part of 
the year in a different 
location



communicate and coordinate movements. It’s also okay if “birds” fly off on 
their own—a point of discussion later.

6. When a flock achieves a “V” formation, ask a new leader to take the lead 
position “in flight.” Can the group stay in formation while moving? How fast 
can they travel together? How do their arms feel? Do any birds fall off pace? Or 
break formation for other reasons?

7. Discuss: What are advantages of birds traveling in a very large group? (Safety 
in numbers since more birds means each individual bird has less of a 
chance of falling prey to a predator, harder to get lost, social bonding, etc.) 
Disadvantages? (Slower going—large numbers of birds need more food and 
water than one bird.)

8. Explain that a big advantage for geese is they spend less energy flying. The 
leader cuts through the wind and reduces wind resistance for the followers. 
When the leader tires, the bird drops back and another bird takes the lead.

The Migration Game (15–20 minutes)
(Science Skills: Model a flock of migrating birds; identify, model, and communicate the advantages and 
disadvantages of migrating through cities)

1. Pass out the “Bird Migration Route” handout. Briefly discuss: Where do 
migrating birds go? For example, snow geese fly north in the spring, to Arctic 
Canada, and south in the fall, to Texas and other southern U.S. states.

2. In this simulation game, kids role-play a flock of birds migrating through 
a city or town. If you like, choose a common local bird that migrates through 
your area for the kids to imitate. 

3. The group starts at the “north” side of the open area and, on your signal, 
“migrates” to the “south.” Along the way, each bird must pick up one “food” 
and one “water” (colored pasta or beans; see “How Do You Get Ready?”) at 
each stopover point (small pile of pasta or beans). They should not pick up the 
color that represents “danger.”

4. Reverse the migration—south to north. Again, the goal is to collect food 
and water, but now there are fewer resources. Continue until some “birds” 
can’t find enough food and water—similar to a “Musical Chairs” game.

5. Discuss: Based on your experience in this game, what makes a good stopping 
point for a migrating bird? (Places with lots of food and water and little danger) 
Would our city (or town) make a good stopover point for a migrating bird? Why or 
why not? (Cities and towns offer some stopover sites that provide food, water, 
and shelter, but pavement and buildings limit these resources; in addition, 
window collisions, traffic, power lines, predators, and pollution can all be 
dangerous to birds.)

Wrap-up (10 minutes)
(Science Skills: Discuss solutions to reduce migration hazards)

•	Ask: What did you think of the game? Have you seen migrating birds in the area, or do 
you know of any that migrate? What time of year? Where do you think they were heading 
next?

Bird Migration
Route

handout
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•	Discuss: How could people make cities and towns better places for migratory animals? 
If kids struggle to think of ideas, remind them of a specific problem: Not enough 
water for the whole flock, crashing into windows, or too much traffic and too many 
people, for example.  (Some solutions could include more open or green spaces, 
ponds or fountains to provide water, stickers on windows so that birds can see 
them, and so on.)

•	 If you haven’t already, send home the “Explore Animals Around You” handout 
to provide families with ideas on how to continue investigating animals together. 

Explore Some More
Migration Maps
Have kids walk around and survey the immediate area for possible bird stopover 
sites—places with water, food, and safe areas for birds to rest. Have them make a 
list or draw a simple map to show the stopover locations. They can also list or add 
hazards to their map—high traffic areas, windows to collide with, power lines, etc.

•	Optional: Explore the Audubon’s Guide to North American Birds at audubon.org/bird-
guide together and a map of migratory routes to identify other species. The  
eBird.org website has interactive migration maps.

•	Optional: Kids can play the “inner city” mode of the Mission Migration Video  
Game (Flash required) on the Audubon website to learn more about hazards.

Explorer’s Notebook 
Use the template provided: Give kids a few minutes to explore 
your outdoor space and take notes about and sketch a bird 
that catches their eye. Guiding questions: 

•	What color is it? Where did you see it? What was it doing? What do 
you think it eats? How big is it? (e.g., “bigger than a cat,” “smaller 
than a piece of bread”) Ask: Is this a bird you see all the time? Do 
you think it lives in this area or is just migrating through? Where do 
you think it might be heading?

•	Optional: Identify birds in regional nature guides, such as the 
Merlin Bird ID app or Audubon’s Guide to North American Birds, 
and have kids draw and describe them.
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ExplorEr’s 
NotEbook

Explore Animals 
Around You 
What do animals need to survive? Food, water, 
and a safe place to stay. Where can animals find all 
three in your neighborhood? Help your child find out 
with these two fun activities.

GO OUTSIDE
•	Go to your backyard or a local park and have a 

race to find as many animal homes as you can in 
15 minutes. (Remember, insects, such as bees and 
ants, are animals, and so are worms, spiders, and 
roly-poly bugs!) Visit each home together and ask: 
Why might this animal choose this place as a home? 
How does the home meet the animal’s needs?

•	 Pigeons love cities and depend on humans for food 
and shelter. You and your child can pretend to be 
pigeons together! Walk on city sidewalks and look 
for how you could survive: Where could you nest or 
ȴnd a place to sleep? Where can you ȴnd food? Water? 
A place to hide from hungry hawks? Follow and 
observe a pigeon (or another bird) for clues. How 
does it interact with people and the things people 
build or make?

      

T A k E  H O m E  A c T I v I T Y
pbskids.org/plumlanding

vISIT pbskids.org/plumlanding
:KHQ	$QLPDOV	$UH	7KLUVW\Ȑ	
In this short video, Plum and the kids sing: “There’s 
water, water hiding in a crevice or a nook. There’s 
water, water hiding if you just know where to look!” 

2XWGRRU	)DPLO\	)XQ	ZLWK	3OXP
This app gets families outdoors exploring the world. 
Every day, the app offers five outdoor missions to get 
everyone thinking and talking about nature and the 
science that’s all around us. 

3OXPȇV	&UHDWXUL]HU	$SS
Create your own fantastic creatures, photograph them 
finding food, avoiding predators, and making their 
homes right in your neighborhood. (See Games.) 

READ
Trout Are Made of Trees by April Pulley Sayre (ages 
4–8) A story about how plants and animals are 
connected in the food web.

Biggest, Strongest, Fastest by Steve Jenkins (ages 4–7) 
Want to know which are the largest, slowest, longest, 
and fastest animals? Find out!
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Snow Geese fly in a “V” formation.
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Los gansos canadienses vuelan  
en una formación en “V”.

Aves migratorias
hoja para repartir Exploramos tu mundo, 

una misión a la vez
pbskids.org/plumlanding

Ganso canadiense
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Ruta de aves  
en migración

hoja para repartir
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