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At the end of this lesson stu-

dents should understand: 

Identification of the 

American Crow. 

How American Crows 

have adapted from their 

natural  to urban habitats. 

The physical characteris-

tics and adaptations of 

the American Crow. 

The roles that crows have 

in our ecosystemð

positive and negative 

perspectives. 

How humans have 

changed the environment 

in ways that have been 

both helpful and harmful 

to the American Crow.  

Community concerns 

about wildlife conflicts, 

and their deliberation to 

resolve them.  

Crows presence in our 

society through various 

mediaðincluding film, 

literature, and art. 
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The Urban Crow Controversy!  

American Crows are very 
common birds throughout 
North America.  Their rela-
tively large, stocky, all-
black bodies are easily 
identified by most people. 

Depending on who you 
speak withðcrows can be 
viewed from nothing more 
than noisy flying pests to 
one of the most intelligent 
birds on the planet!  They 
are extremely adaptable to 
living in a variety of habitats 
(from rural farms to cities).   

The increased interaction 

between crows and people 

has caused community 

conflicts nationwideð

debates that continue today 

in areas around Syracuse, 

NY.  What to do about the 

crow, friend or foe? 

This lesson plan is intended 

to give students in grades 5 

through 8 the opportunity to 

learn about the American 

Crow and its adaptations to 

city living, as well as a better 

understanding of current 

wildlife conflicts that arise 

due to urban development.  

Background of the present 

crow controversy in Auburn, 

NY is provided (pp. 2, 3), 

which is the basis for the 

role-playing ñCity Council 

Meeting Activityò (pp. 5 - 9).  

Physical characteristics, ad-

aptations, food and behavior 

are addressed in activities 

on pp. 2 and 9.  Societyôs 

familiarity with crows is 

shown in art, literature and 

film (p. 12), lending to many 

crow-related colloquialisms 

(p. 4).  A scientific extension 

of this lesson plan is offered 

on p. 13. 

Teacher Resources 

Web links:  

Cornell Lab of Ornithology, 
All About Birds  
<www.birds.cornell.edu/
AllAboutBirds/BirdGuide/
American_Crow.html> 

Animal Diversity Web  
<http://animaldiversity. 
ummz.umich.edu/site/
accounts/information/Corvus_ 
brachyrhynchos.html> 

BioKIDS  
<www.biokids.umich.edu/
critters/
Corvus_brachyrhynchos/> 

Crows.net  
<www.crows.net/> 

The Internet Bird  
Collection  
<http://ibc.hbw.com/ibc/> 

 

It is said that if a  

person knows only 

three birds, one of them  

will be a crow. 
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Auburn, NY is a city located approximately 25 miles southwest of Syracuse, NY in Cayuga County (see map below).  It is 

home to about 28,000 peopleðand in the winter, it is haven to at least as many American Crows as there are people! 

Large crow roosts have been observed in Auburn since the 

early 1900ôs (almost a century!).  Today, massive crow 

roosts still persist in the area.  

Crows are what biologists call ñinvigorated speciesò.   

Among other animals like raccoons, Canada Geese, coyo-

tes, and white-tailed deerðcrows have adapted to and 

taken advantage of changes people have made to the envi-

ronment (urbanization).  These adaptations result in in-

creased interactions with humans and conflicts with human 

interests.  

Auburn, NY is one of many urban areas throughout the 

United States that is faced with the controversy of man vs. 

nature.   Given the enormous population of crows in Auburn, 

many people view the animals as pests while others are 

sympathetic to them.  The timeline (p. 3) briefly details the 

history of the crow population in Auburn and community re-

sponses to the crows.  

Food for Thought  
 

Crows and Auburn, NY:  Background for Teachers  

Vocabulary  
 

Biologist  

Carcass 

Carrion 

Coexist  

Controversy  

Crow 

Gizzard  

Guano 

Hazing 

Invigorated species  

Migratory  

Murder  

Omnivore 

Prey 

Raven 

Roost 

West Nile virus  

Wildlife rehabilitator  

Crows are omnivores and will eat almost anythingðplant and animal, dead or 

alive!  They consume insects, nuts, fruits, grains and will actively hunt small prey 

animals like mice, frogs, and young rabbitsðthough they commonly scavenge 

carrion and roadkill.  Crows are significant nest predators, and eat the eggs and 

nestlings of other smaller birds.  Our garbage is a common food source for 

crows, too!  Leftover pizza, apple cores, etc.ðthey are all fair game for the 

crowôs dinner plate! 

Show your student the pictures above.  Have them circle the items they think 
crows eat.  They may be surprised that ALL of the items above are food for 
crows!  Ask them which of these food items shows the crowsô ability to adapt to 
living in urban habitats, and why? 

Marcellus  

  Map showing location of Auburn relative to Syracuse, NY.  
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January, 2006:  Sy Montgomeryôs segment on crows 
airs on Living on Earth, a weekly environmental news 
program that is distributed by National Public Radio 
(NPR).  Biologists teamed with city employees use 
hand-held lasers, amplified crow distress calls and 
pyrotechnics to roust crows from downtown.  This 
hazing is an attempt to relocate the crows to areas 
where they are in less conflict with humans.  Listen or 
read the programs script at:  <http://www.loe.org/
shows/shows.htm?programID=06-P13-
00003#feature7>. 

1911 records describe a large 

crow roost south of Auburn. 
Records indicate the crow roost still exists 

south of Auburn in the 1930s. 

Sometime between 1930 and the late 

1980s crows move their roost into down-

town Auburn. 

Save the Crows website, www.SaveTheCrows.org,  

is initiated in 1995.  The goal of the website is to 

ñKeep the American Crow alive and well.ò 
National Geographic EXPLORER, with host Boyd 

Matson, airs The Crows on June 2, 1999  and 

brings national attention to this small central New 

York city.   

 ñWhen 50,000 crows descend on the town of 

Auburn, New York, human life changesð

people carry umbrellas and wash their cars 

regularly to combat downpours of droppings. 

To some residents the birds are a menace. 

Others see a possible tourist attractionò  

View a short video clip of the program at: 

<http://link.brightcove.com/services/link/

bcpid263790608/bclid269000822/bctid269000655>. 

Auburn City Councilors discuss the Crow issue and 

form a committee to consider remedies for the  

problem in November, 2002 . 

The Crow roost numbers decrease to approximately 

25,000 in the winter of 2002/2003 .  Scientists attrib-

ute the decrease (most likely) to the West Nile Virus. 

A two-day crow-shoot tournament is advertised and 

held on February 1 and 2, 2003 , co-sponsored by an 

Auburn bar, ñSpinoutò.  Cash prizes are awarded to 

the four-member teams that killed the most crows.   

2003 is the third year of crow shoot, but the first time 

it is advertized.  A letter to editor refers to the hunters 

as ñbeer-guzzling Gomersò which the organizer of the 

shoot embraced.  Article appears in the New York 

Times, February 2, 2003 .  

December 8, 2003:  Auburnôs crows receive bless-

ing as they come into roost, service at St. Francis 

of Assisi honors all wildlife. 

February 8 and 9, 2004 :  Forty-eight teams are 

entered in crow shooting contest.  1,067 crows are 

shot over two days.  The organizer of the crow 

shoot appears in his ñCrowmobileò ð a 1986 

Pontiac Firebird fitted with tail feathers and me-

chanical wings.  Sixty people participate in a 

peaceful protest of the contest in front of City Hall. 

January 11, 2005 :  Biologists determine that 63,800 

crows roost in Auburn.  They haze the crows using 

distress calls, releasing sounds of strangulated caw-

ing.  The birds react immediately ð leaving their 

perches, circling above the sound, and cawing loudly 

trying to locate the bird in distress.  When the dis-

tressed bird is not found, the crows become more 

frightened and disperse.  Four rounds of pyrotechnics 

(which sounded like bottle rockets) were used, as well 

as hand-held lasers.  64% of the flock relocates. 

February, 2005 :  After the hazing, the number of 

crows decreases downtown to  26,700.  The 2005 

crow shoot kills 1061 crows shot over two days by 

thirty four-person teams. 

August, 2005 :  ñAs the Crow Fliesò, a crow art show, 

opens at the Schweinfurth Memorial Art Center  

in Auburn. 

Peregrines (continued) 

Timeline of the Auburn Crows  

Thousands of crows have not always spent their winters in downtown Auburn, NY.  The following interactive timeline is a 

brief history of the Auburn Crow Controversy. 

http://www.loe.org/shows/shows.htm?programID=06-P13-00003#feature7
http://www.loe.org/shows/shows.htm?programID=06-P13-00003#feature7
http://www.loe.org/shows/shows.htm?programID=06-P13-00003#feature7
http://www.SaveTheCrows.org
http://link.brightcove.com/services/link/bcpid263790608/bclid269000822/bctid269000655
http://link.brightcove.com/services/link/bcpid263790608/bclid269000822/bctid269000655
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ACTIVITY OVERVIEW 

This two-day activity is in-
tended to give students the 
opportunity to ñrole-playò a 
controversy that many urban 
areas in the country are con-
fronted with:  man vs. nature. 
 

DAY 1 ðððððïðððððððððððððððð 

Introduce students to the crow controversy (see Historical 
Timeline of the Auburn Crows).  Assign each student a 
role of a fictitious person and put them in one of five 
groups: 

Group 1:  The Cayuga County Tourist Board 
Group 2:  Save the Crows Group 
Group 3:  The Neighbors to Rid Auburn of its  
           Crow Roost 
Group 4:  Government Agency Representatives 
Group 5:  Mayor and City Council 

Groups 1 through 4 should prepare a five-minute presen-
tation designed to convince Group 5 (Mayor and City 
Council) of their position in response to the question, 
ñShould the City of Auburn do something about the tens 
of thousands of crows which roost in downtown Auburn 
each winter?ò 
 

INTERIM ASSIGNMENT ððïððððððððððð 

Before the City Council meeting  
(Day 2), give students the opportunity 
to do some of their own research, col-
lect and/or make visual or auditory 
props, posters, etc. to help support 
their case.  Students should be encour-
aged to dress up and learn their parts! 

DAY 2 ðððððððððððððððððððððð 

This is the day of the City Council meeting.  The Mayor 
(student-assigned role) or teacher will run the City Coun-
cil meeting.  Allow students to meet with their group for 
10 minutes to prepare and identify a spokesperson.  
Groups 1 through 4 have five minutes to present their 
position to the Mayor and City Council.  The spokesper-

son for each group 
leads the presentation, 
introduces those in 
their group, and gives 
all group members the 
opportunity to speak.  
Two minutes of ques-
tions from the audi-
ence are allowed after 
each group presenta-
tion.  Questions should 

be asked respectively, and in character.  After completion 
of all four presentations, the Mayor asks each group to 
briefly summarize (one minute) their position. 
 
At the conclusion of the City Council meeting, the teacher 
may want to ask the students to step out of their role ð
playing character, be themselves and: 

Ask students, ñShould the city of 
Auburn do anything about the 
winter crows roost?  And if so 
what?ò   (Create a list of options.) 

Have students vote on the op-
tions they have identified. 

 

Continued on page 5. 

Whatôs in a Name? 

City Council Meeting Activity  

There are many words in the English language that have a connection to crows, ravens and 
birds in general.  Brain-storm a list of  ñcrowò words with your students.  When the students 
have run out of ideas, add the following words which they might not have included to the list.  
Assign each student a word from the list and have them find the definition and the ñcrowò 
connection.  Students should report back the findings to the rest of the class. 

Birdbrain 

Caw 

Congress 

Crowbar 

Crowing 

Crowôs-feet 

Crowôs-nest 

Fowl 

Jim Crow 

Murder 

Raven 

Ravenous 

 
Rook 

Rookery 

Scarecrow 

To ñeat crowò 

To ñcrowò 


