
Life in Our Backyard

A) Ethics to keep in mind

When we look for or observe birds, it is important to behave in ways that keep birds safe and 
protect their surroundings. Birdwatching should never harm birds or their habitats. Here are some 
points to keep in mind: 

•	 Wear muted, earthy colours (greens, browns, and greys) to blend into the surroundings. Avoid 
using powders, creams, perfumes, or lotions with strong smells. 

•	 Do not enter private land without permission. Always take permission from landowners before 
entering farms, fields, or private property.

•	 Stay on existing paths, footpaths, or trails. Do not trample fields, crops, or fragile habitats. Also, 
be mindful of people’s privacy and avoid pointing binoculars or cameras toward homes.

•	 Moving around a lot does not always help you see more birds. You can often see birds by standing 
or sitting quietly in one place and waiting patiently. 

•	 Avoid making noise or sudden movements.

•	 Once you spot a bird, observe it from a distance. If the bird looks disturbed by your presence or 
keeps flying away, then do not follow it. 

•	 Do not harm natural surroundings (by, for example, stamping a plant or breaking twigs/branches) 
just to get a better view of the bird.

•	 Do not use food or recorded calls to attract birds.

•	 Be especially careful when observing birds during their breeding season. Do not go close to nests 
or nesting areas. Always observe nests from a safe distance, using binoculars if possible. It is 
usually considered wrong to take photographs of nests and baby birds. If you do take photo-
graphs, do so only from far away. Never touch a nest, eggs, or chicks. Predators such as crows, 
dogs, and cats may follow people and could harm the eggs or chicks. Be careful that you do not 
accidentally lead these animals to nesting areas. 

B) What to observe?

Begin by recording details of who, what, when, and where for every bird you observe (see Table I). 
You may also note other interesting details. Observe not only the bird, but also its surroundings. 

STUDENT HANDOUT: GUIDELINES FOR 
BIRDWATCHING

S. No. Aspects to observe Examples

1. What did the bird 
look like?

• 

•

•

What was the size of the bird? Was it bigger or smaller than 
your palm? Can you estimate its height or weight? 
What was the most noticeable feature of the bird? Why do you 
think it stood out?
What colour was the bird? What colours did you see on different 
parts of its body? What colour were its eyes?
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• 

•

•

What shape was the bird’s beak? Draw the shape of the beak. 
What do you think the bird eats?
What shape and colour were the bird’s feet? How many toes did 
each foot have? Draw how the toes were arranged. 
Could you tell the male and female apart? How? Was one larger 
or more colourful than the other?

2. What did the bird 
sound like?

• 

•
•

•
•
•

Did you hear the bird sing or call? If yes, how would you write 
the sound using English, Hindi, or Kannada words? (For example: 
che-che-che, caw-caw, houp-houp).
Did the bird make more than one type of call? 
How would you describe the sound of the call—sweet, melodious, 
harsh, loud, or screechy?
Was the bird calling continuously?
Did you hear the bird calling while it was sitting, flying, or both?
Why do you think the bird was calling? Do you think it was 
communicating with another bird? Explain why.

3. What did you see 
the bird doing?

• 

•

•
•
• 

•

•

•

•

•
•

Was the bird sitting (perching), flying, walking, hopping, 
swimming, or standing on one leg? Was it sleeping?
Did the bird seem to be looking for food (foraging)? Where was 
it searching? Did you see the bird eating anything? If yes, what? 
Did you see the bird drink water? If yes, from where?
Did you see the bird pass waste? Did this happen often?
Did the bird fluff or ruffle its feathers? Did you see it cleaning 
itself (preening) or bathing?
Did the bird dip or dive into water? How long did it stay under 
water? 
Did the bird appear restless or nervous? Was it calling loudly? 
Why do you think this was happening?
Did you notice any territorial behaviour, such as fighting? If yes, 
whom did it fight with and how?
Did you see the bird collecting material for a nest? What kind 
of material was it collecting (twigs, cloth, plastic, wires, grains, 
worms, stones)?
Did you see the birds mating?
How did the bird behave near the nest? Which birds were 
present (male, female, or both)?

4. Who was the bird 
with?

• 
•

•

•

•

Was the bird alone or in a group? How many birds were there?
Did you usually see the bird in pairs? If yes, what kind of pairs 
(male–female, male–male, female–female, or with a different 
species)? 
Do you think the bird usually moves in groups (flocking)? Were 
the birds in the group of the same species or different species? 
How did the birds in the group interact with each other?
Did you see the bird interact with or get chased by another 
animal (such as an insect, dog, or reptile)?
Did you notice any other animals or birds near the nest? Were 
there chicks present? Did you hear them?
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5. When do you see 
the bird?

• 

•

Note the day, date, time, place, and how long you observed the 
bird. Describe the weather when you spotted the bird.
Did you see the bird more often during the day, night, or 
throughout the day?

6. Where did you see 
the bird?

• 
•

•

•

•

Describe or draw the bird’s surroundings.
What type of place was the bird in (grass, shrub, small tree, big 
tree, water body, building, open ground)? Was it in a natural area 
or a human-made space?
How high or low was the bird located: was it on the ground, mid-
level branches, treetop, top canopy, rooftop? Did it move between 
habitats (such as tree to ground, water to bank, building to tree)?
Were there any food or water sources near where you spotted 
the bird? 
Was the bird easy to spot, or did it stay hidden? How long did it 
take you to find the bird?

C) How to describe? 

There are two common ways birdwatchers describe birds: 

•	 How the bird looked: Birdwatchers use special words for different parts of a bird’s body (see Fig. 
1). Use these words when describing the bird. For example: “The bird had a black throat, a white 
belly, and a red vent.”

•	 How the bird behaved: Birdwatchers also use specific words to describe behaviour (see Table II). 
For example: “One bird was preening the other.” 
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Fig. 1. Terms used to describe parts of a bird. 
Credits: Image taken from Pixabay and adapted by Adithi Muralidhar. License: CC0.

Table I. Bird observation checklist.

S. No.



Contributed by: 
Adithi Muralidhar, who is a Scientific Officer at the Homi Bhabha Centre for Science 
Education (HBCSE), TIFR, Mumbai. She runs a nature blog called ‘Earthly Notes’ (www.
earthlynotes.com). She can be reached at: adithi@hbcse.tifr.res.in.

Behaviours Term

1. Eating food or drinking water. Feeding

2. Grouping together while in flight or while perching, moving, 
or looking for food. 

Flocking

3. Staying in air while flapping wings or soaring. Flying

4. Searching or looking around for food. Foraging

5. Coming together to breed. Mating

6. Building a structure to hold eggs and chicks. Nesting

7. Cleaning its own or another bird’s feathers. Preening

8. Immersing its body in water to clean or cool itself. Bathing

9. Settling at a particular spot, in groups or alone, to rest
or sleep.

Roosting

10. Communicating with other birds. Singing/calling

11. Protecting a tree branch, nesting site, or area on the 
ground. This could involve attacking/fighting another birds
or animal.

Territorial display

12. Moving on ground/in water. Walking/hopping/wading/
swimming

13. Various forms of communication (like songs, dances, plumage,
etc.) to attract a mate.

Courtship

Table II. Terms used to describe common bird behaviours.

S. No.

http://www.earthlynotes.com
http://www.earthlynotes.com
mailto:adithi@hbcse.tifr.res.in

