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Surviving as a Bird in Middle School 
by Cindy Kleyn-Kennedy 

 
 Darren Williams, 7th grade Life Science teacher at Marshall Middle School, 
recently conducted a unique lab as a culminating activity for a unit he’d taught. Inviting 
me to come observe students, and even participate in his “Beak Lab,” this was clearly 
an opportunity too tempting to pass up.  
 Combining efforts with the other Science class, taught by Michelle Patrick, 
students gathered in Williams’ lab for the occasion. Williams had set up four biomes, 
naturally occurring living environments of flora and fauna.  
 The Desert Biome was represented by several oversized pans filled with dirt, 
sand, and a variety of native plants. The Grassland Biome was large containers with soil 
and various types of grasses, native to this environment. The Jungle Biome was a large 
container of water with “jungle-ly” types of plants and associated décor; the Aquatic 
Biome was another large container of water with lots of slimy plants, including algae 
and other types of flora typical of this environment. Hidden throughout these four 
biomes were different types of potential food for birds, including corn kernels, 
sunflower seeds, different colored beads and other objects, representing food.  
 Students received a data-recording sheet upon entering the classroom, along 
with a briefing from Williams. He described the procedure, distributed “beaks,” 
simultaneously pointing out resources and providing tips, like: “Don't eat the black 
beads…they’re poisonous!  
 The bird “beaks” Williams distributed represented the different types of birds 
they’d studied, and we were the birds. The “beaks” included tweezers, spoons, straws 
(for a hummingbird, for example), plastic knives, eyedroppers, and small scissors. 
Williams also passed out our “stomachs” (small plastic cups) for holding the food 
collected with the “beaks.” Armed with the guidelines and data-sheets, these middle 
school “birds” moved from biome to biome, trying to “eat” as much food as they 
could collect. Needless to say, there was some jovial jostling, which Williams 
highlighted by stating, “Sometimes food is scarce, and only the fittest will survive,” 
chuckling, reminding students of their unit. 
 At the end of the timed activity, students counted their “food” bits; completed 
and submitted their data sheets, including narrative about their hypotheses. Williams 
led engaged students in a discussion of what they had so graphically learned. Of 
course, there were a couple of students so eager to collect food who had inadvertently 
“eaten” a deadly black bead and did not survive. 
 Who would imagine learning about bird beaks and biomes could be so much 
fun? 
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