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Victorian Essential Learning 
Standards Domains and (Levels): 
 
Health and Physical Education (2,3,4,5) 
Interpersonal Development (3,4,5) 
Science (3,5) 
Design Creativity and Technology (3) 
Thinking Processes (3,4) 
 
Duration:  Part 1: 1.5 hours 
 Part 2: 10 minutes 
 
Setting:  Classroom and outside eg. 
school oval. 

 

Activity 3: Beaks and Feet 
 
 

Curriculum connections 

Use of this learning and teaching activity may 
contribute to achievement of the Standards. 
Indications of relevant Domains and Levels in the 
Victorian Essential Learning Standards are 
provided to assist teachers to make decisions 
about the appropriateness of the activity for their 
students. 
 

Summary  

In this activity students will look at the shape of 
birds’ beaks to give clues about their dietary 
preferences.  The activity enables students to 
understand how birds have evolved over time to be 
able to live in the same geographical area. The 
second part of this activity allows students to 
identify different types of bird feet and how birds 
use these.  

 

Student outcomes  

This activity will enable students to: 
• explore the relationship between the shape of bird beaks and their diet 
• understand why the shape of bird beaks has evolved over time 
• understand why different bird species can live in the same geographical area 
• identify different birds by looking at the shape of their beaks and feet. 

 

Background notes for teachers 

A bird's beak or bill is actually a part of its skull that is covered with a tough layer of skin. 
Although some birds use their beaks to defend their territories, gather nesting materials or 
to weave a nest, the main purpose of the beak is to obtain food in the easiest and most 
effective way possible.  As a result, birds that have different shaped beaks will often obtain 
food differently.  For example birds may use their beaks to tear meat, spear fish, crack 
hard seeds, catch insects, gather water plants, reach the nectar in flowers, probe into mud 
for tiny crustaceans, or filter tiny creatures from silt. 
 
These differences in the use of beaks for obtaining food are important for the survival of 
bird species as it enables more species to live in the same geographical area.  This is 
because different species can feed on different food sources in different parts of the 
habitat without competing directly. 
 
In this activity students work in teams to perform a relay activity demonstrating how birds 
with different beaks gather food and what kind of food they eat. 
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Answers: Part 1 
 

The table below demonstrates which birds eat which type of food.  Students can be very 
creative and will no doubt be able to master new ways of carrying food with their ‘beaks.’  
The table below is an indication of which foods each bird team should have the most of –
discussion centring on the food that beaks are best adapted to feeding on will clear up any 
confusion.  

 
Type of beak Cotton buds / 

dry rice 
(insects) 

Coins (meat 
eg: fish, frogs 

etc) 

Marbles 
(nuts/seeds) 

Water (nectar) 

Wooden spoons   
� 

 
� 

  

Chopsticks   
� 

 
� 

  

Scissors 
 

  
� 

  

Tongs  
 

 
� 

 
� 

  

Nut cracker or 
garlic press 

 

   
� 

 

Tweezers   
� 

   

Eye dropper or 
syringe  

 
 

   
� 

 
Answers: Part 2 

 
 
 
 

Wedge-tailed Eagle    Black Duck    Willie Wagtail 

 
 

Further information 
 

Field Guide to Australian Birds. M. Morcombe, Steve Parish Publishing (2000) 
 
The Birds of Australia. K. Simpson & N. Day, Lloyd O'Neil: Victoria (1986) 
 
The Slater Field Guide to Australian Birds. P. Slater, P. Slater & R. Slater, Rigby: 
Sydney (1986) 
 
Field Guide to the Birds of Australia. G. Pizzey, Angus & Robertson: Sydney (1997) 
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Beaks and Feet - Part 1 
Materials 

 

• 7 buckets (to place food in)  
 

Food 
 

• 7 large empty buckets containing each of the 
following items: 

 
• cotton buds - at least one for each student in 

each team, or dry rice could be used (insects) 
• marbles – at least one for each student in 

each team (nuts/seeds) 
• coins or counters - at least one for each 

student in each team (small animals) 
• water (nectar) 

 

• 7 large empty cups (birds 
stomachs) 

 
Beaks 

 
• 2 wooden spoons 
• 2 chopsticks 
• scissors 
• 1 pair of tongs 
• 1 pair of tweezers 
• 1 nut cracker or garlic press 
• 1 eye dropper or large syringe  

 

 
Activity 1 

 
1. Before starting the activity ask students to discuss the different types of birds they see 

around the school and home.  Do they notice where they feed or what they eat?  Can 
they guess? 

 
2. Use ‘Table 1:  Bird beaks’ to discuss with the class the different ways in which birds 

feed. See if students can name a bird that has a beak that looks like or works like each 
of the different types of beaks (eg. chopsticks, tongs). 

 
3. Split students into seven groups, each one of these groups will represent one of the 

seven beak types.  
 

4. Assemble food buckets for each team at one end of the designated relay area (about 
15 metres from students).  These will contain one marble and one coin/washer for each 
team member, a cup of water and a bunch of cotton buds. 

 
5. Give each group an empty cup which represents the birds stomach – this is where they 

will place their food when they have picked it up. 
 

6. Give each group their ‘beaks’ and demonstrate how each ‘beak’ should be used (ie. the 
filterers beak can only be used to pick up the food by using the two spoon ends to pick 
up food and similarly the chopsticks must both be used to pick up the food).  Students 
must use only their ‘beak’  to pick up food one piece at a time.   

 
7. Once the relay begins a group member will run to the other end of the area and gather 

food with their beak (used in the appropriate manner) from the food bucket.  They will 
carry one piece of food at a time back to the group and place it in their group “stomach” 
(the empty cup).  Once the food is placed in the stomach they pass the beak to the 
next team member.  Students are only allowed to gather one piece of food at a time. 

 
8. Students have five minutes to collect as much food as they can.   
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Discussion questions 
 

(These questions may be answered individually or as a class) 

 
1. Which type of foods were the different beaks best at picking up? Why?  Fill in the 

answers in the table below. 
 

Type of beak Best foods 
 

Why? 

Wooden spoons  
 

  

Chopsticks  
 

  

Scissors 
 

  

Tongs  
 

  

Nut cracker / garlic 
press 

  

Tweezers  
 

  

Eye dropper or 
syringe  

  

 
 

2. Was there a particular beak that suited only one type of food?  
 

3. What did each ‘food’ represent? 
 

4. Which birds would be able to live in the same habitat without competing for food? 
Why?  

 
5. Why do you think it is important that different birds have different types of beaks? 

 
6. In your own words describe why birds have different shaped beaks. 

 
7. What would happen if all bird beaks were shaped the same? 

 
8. Think of some other birds mentioned in the activity and decide what type of beak they 

have. 
 

9. As a class create a number of bar graphs showing the total amount of ‘food’ eaten by 
each of the different beak groups.  The different bird beaks should be on the X-axis and 
the amount of food collected should be on the Y-axis.  Use different coloured bars for 
each type of food. 
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Table 1  Bird beaks 
 

 
Example of beak 

 

 
Description of 

beak 
 

 
Example of species 

 
Materials for 

‘beak’ 

 

A flat wide bill to sift 
through and filter 
mud to gather food 

Spoonbill  
Black Duck 

2 wooden 
spoons 

 

A long sharp beak 
to spear insects 
frogs or fish   

White-faced Heron 
Little Egret 

2 chopsticks 

 

A strong and 
hooked beak to tear 
flesh 

Wedge-tailed Eagle 
Whistling Kite 

Scissors 

 

A long thin beak to 
probe into the mud 
or sand to find food 

Straw-necked Ibis 
Eastern Curlew 

Tongs 

 

A strong and/or 
curved beak to 
break the hard outer 
shell of nuts and 
seeds 

Red-tailed Black 
Cockatoo  
Zebra Finch  

Nut cracker  
or  
garlic press 

 

A shorter beak used 
to gather insects as 
they flit through the 
air  

Willie Wagtail 
Grey Fantail  

Tweezers 

 

A slender curved 
beak and a long 
tongue adapted to fit 
into flowers to find 
nectar 

Blue-faced Honeyeater  
Red Wattlebird 

Eye dropper  
or  
large syringe 
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Beaks and Feet - Part 2 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

A crime has been committed, someone has stolen the food!  
A number of suspects have been identified.   

A description of the footprints of each of these birds is given below.  Study the footprints 
left at the crime scene to identify who committed the crime. 

 
 

 
Bird suspects 
 

 
Type of feet 

Black Duck 
 

Webbed feet for paddling through water 

White-faced Heron Large long toed feet for balance in the mud and walking in 
water 

Wedge-tailed Eagle  Large powerful feet with sharp claws and thick toes for 
holding and carrying prey 

Straw-necked Ibis  
 

Long toes to balance in mud or sand 

Willie Wagtail 
 

Small and slender feet for holding onto branches 

Blue-faced Honeyeater  
 

Feet with long toes for holding on to branches 

 
 

• Who do you think committed the crime (there were three thieves)? Why? 
 

• How do you think the foot structure of each type of bird helps them to move around and 
obtain food? 

 

CRIME SCENE 

CRIME SCENE 
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