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This lesson plan, entitled It’s 
Here Again, the Peregrine, 
introduces students to 
Syracuse’s peregrine falcons; 
including the bird’s physical 
appearance and adaptations, 
eating habits, history, social 
behavior, lifecycle and other 
adaptations.  

Why are bird lovers all over 
Onondaga County so excited 
that a pair of peregrine falcons 
have made the downtown 
Syracuse State Tower Building 

their home? Largely because 
peregrines, who before 1940 
had nested in over 40 locations 
throughout New York, had 
disappeared from the eastern 
United States by the mid-
1960s.  The decline in falcon 
population was caused 
primarily by the pesticide DDT.  
DDT did not usually kill the 
adult birds, but made their eggs 
so thin that when the adult sat 
on the eggs they would break. 

In 1972 DDT was banned from 
use in the United States and a 
restoration program to bring the 
peregrine falcon and other birds 
of prey back from the brink of 
extinction was spearheaded by 
the Peregrine Fund. 
(www.peregrinefund.org) 

Peregrine falcons (Falco 
peregrinus) are crow-sized cliff 
nesting raptors that can reach 
speeds of 200 mph as they 

stoop or dive down to catch their 
favorite urban prey, rock doves 
(alias pigeons) in mid-air. 

Billy B, the Natural Science Song 
and Dance Man, describes in his 
hip-hop tune, The Peregrine, how 
falcons have adapted to urban high 
rise areas because these “vertical 
habitats” are similar to the cliff 
ledges of their natural habitat: 

 

Skyscrapers create the concrete  

canyons  

where the peregrines nest with 
their companions  

they lay their eggs the chicks are 
hatched  

they learn to fly  

they learn to attack   

It’s there again the peregrine 

 

At the end of this lesson 
students will understand: 

· The major stages in the 
life cycle of the Peregrine 
Falcon 

· The Peregrine Falcons 
place in the food chain:  
including their diet and 
predators. 

· How Peregrine Falcons 
have adapted from their 
natural  to an urban 
habitat. 

· The physical 
characteristics and 
adaptations of the 
Peregrine Falcon. 

· How humans have 
changed the environment 
in ways that have been 
both helpful and harmful 
to Peregrine Falcons.  

· How to analyze wildlife 
data on Peregrine 
Falcons. 
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· http://rfalconcam.com/rfc-

main/education.php 

· http://www.nyc.gov/html/
dep/html/news/
falcon.shtml 

· http://
www.peregrinefund.org/
default.asp 
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The timing for It’s Here Again the 
Peregrine is most appropriate from 
March to June to coincide with the 
mating, incubating and raising of the 
peregrine chicks.  The Nature in the 
City lesson will be an introduction by 
giving the students a quick history of 
peregrine falcons.  This lesson plan 
continues with why their return to 
Syracuse is important, which can be  
found on page 1.  Drawing and 
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Peregrines first established nests in the 
upstate cities of Rochester, 
Binghamton, Albany and Buffalo, but 
not until the spring of 2004 did 
Syracuse boast its own nesting pair.  
Syracuse’s peregrines are named 
“Groucho” and “Fancy”.  They 
successfully fledged 27 chicks over 
seven years from their nest, or scrape, 
on the 23rd floor of the State Tower 
Building.  The graph shows their 
chicks from 2004-2006.  Try to see if 
you can find out about the missing 
years.  A video camera, which keeps 
its lens focused on the nest, was 
installed in 2005.  You and your class 
can keep an eye on Groucho and 
Fancy in the Spring by going to the 
USA Datanet falcon cam. 

New Yorkers everywhere are happy 
that the peregrines are here again! 

Learning About Peregrine Falcons 
summarizes the physical characteristics 
and adaptations of these amazing raptors.  
The Broken Eggs Activity helps students 
understand how DDT moved up the food 
chain and almost resulted in the extinction 
of peregrines and other birds of prey.  
Extensions including:  What’s on Fancy 
and Groucho’s Plate? and Fancy’s Scrape 
use math to understand what and how 
much peregrines eat and why these birds 
choose to nest on the State Tower Building 
rather than other buildings in Syracuse.  
Students can also use their knowledge of 
New York State geography while 
reviewing, analyzing and interpreting real 
data on Peregrine Falcon:  Listed as 
Endangered in New York.  A Year in the 
Life of Fancy and Groucho allows students 
to match photographs with text about the 
life cycle of the falcons.  Banding the State 
Tower Building’s Eyases and A Falcon’s 
Eyes View are additional activities   that 
help students better understand peregrine 
falcons.  During this lesson and for the 
remainder of the Spring students can keep 
an eye on what is happening in Fancy and 
Groucho’s nest box on the State Tower 
Building by Google-ing USA Datanet 
falcon cam. 
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Groucho’s offspring born in 2005, Juliet 
and Thunder, who now live in Canada.  
You can find out more about Juliet and 
Thunder by visiting the following  
websites http://www.peregrine-
foundation.ca/tops/osler.html and http://
www.peregrine-foundation.ca/tops/
canada.html respectively. 

 

Activity:   This activity is designed for 
kindergarten and 1st grade students to 
help them understand bird banding.  Each 
student is to come up with a name and a 
reason for their chosen name for an eyas 
or falcon chick.  Adults then place a 

Background:  The young peregrine 
falcons are banded by the New York 
State Department of Conservation (DEC) 
when they are about three weeks old.  
Birds are banded so that wildlife 
biologist can learn more about them.  For 
example: Where do the juvenile falcons 
go after they leave Syracuse?  How long 
do they live?  Where will they set up 
their own nest or home?  The lightweight 
aluminum bands are made to fit a falcon 
leg and are placed on the right leg of 
each chick.  The bands do not hurt the 
bird.  It is similar to humans wearing a 
bracelet.  Each band has a unique 
number.  Unless the bird is captured, this 
band is rarely read again until the bird 
dies.  Often a second colorful band is 
placed on the left leg which may have 
repeated large numbers or letters on it 
that can be read with a good pair of 
binoculars or a telescope.  This allows 
people to identify the bird when it is 
living free.  These colorful bands were 
used to identify two of Fancy and 
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In this exercise students will draw a 
peregrine falcon free hand, while 
listening to the teacher read about the 
falcon’s physical characteristics and 
adaptations. 

Materials:  White paper (8 1/2” x 11” or 
larger), pencil with eraser, crayons or 
markers:  black, yellow, blue, gray, 
brown 

To be read by teacher:  A peregrine 
falcon is a raptor or “bird of prey”.  A 
raptor is a carnivorous bird that shares 
three characteristics: 

 Keen eyesight 
 A hooked beak 
 Eight sharp talons (or claws) 

Other raptors which can be found in 
central New York include kestrels, owls, 
hawks and even eagles. 

Students should get out their white paper, 
pencil and crayons. 

A peregrine falcon is about 15 to 20 
inches long, about the size of a crow.  

Have the students draw the body of the 
falcon.  Students should continue to draw 
the body part described which is in bold 
lettering. 

Peregrines have small heads, one of 
many of its adaptations that allow them 
to fly fast.   

The falcon has a powerful hooked beak 
which is used to kill and eat  its prey.  
The beak also has a notch near the tip of 
the upper beak which is a characteristic 
of all falcons.   

The peregrine has large dark brown 
eyes which allows him to see 6 times 
sharper than a human. 

The peregrine falcon has yellow legs and 
large yellow feet with 4 toes per foot.  
Black curved talons are found at the end 
of each toe.  These strong feet and talons 
are used to strike the falcon’s prey in 
flight, then catch and carry it to a perch 
to eat.   

The long pointed wings extend to the tip 

of the tail when the bird is at rest.  The 
wings outstretched are 36-40 inches from 
tip to tip. The “sickle-shaped” wings help 
it to fly 50 miles per hour with its quick 
powerful wing strokes and 200 miles per 
hour when it dives or goes into its stoop. 

Students should now finish by coloring 
their peregrine falcon with other 
distinguishing characteristics: 

Head: Adults are black/dark gray 
plumage on crown or cap with black 
moustache . White cheeks and chin. 
Yellow ring around outside of eye and 
cere (area of beak closest to head).  The 
beak is dark at tip. 

 Breast:  The upper breast feathers are 
white.  Lower breast and thighs are 
white/light brown with black spots and 
bars (horizontal small lines) 

Wings & Back:  The wings are bluish 
gray. 

Have the students share their drawings 
and show them a photograph of a 
peregrine falcon.  Do their falcons look 
like the photograph? 
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numbered aluminum foil band on each 
student’s right leg and a colorful band 
with a letter on it on their left leg.  
Teachers can also weigh, measure and 
record information on each of their 
“eyas”.  Have your students keep an eye 
on Syracuse Post Standard in early June.  
The newspaper usually reports on the 
banding and the naming of the new 
falcons. 

DEC wildlife staff banding falcons. 

Eyasses (alias students) show off their bands. 
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5.   The falcons are allowed to swoop in 
from the sidelines to eat their food (the 
migratory birds) last.  When a falcon eats 
a bird, again the stomach is passed up the 
food chain.  Any remaining birds can 
continue to eat grasshoppers and 
remaining grasshoppers can continue to 
eat the plants (straws).  As grasshoppers 
and birds get eaten they must move to the 
outside of the cones.  After each falcon 
has eaten a minimum of one migratory 
bird, stop the game. 

6.    Gather all the animals into two 
groups, those still living and those that 
have been eaten.  Have all the animals 
that are still alive dump their stomachs 
out and count the white and colored 
straws.  List the number of white and 
colored straws for each animal. 

cap symbolizing their black helmet like 
feathers.   Six students will be migratory 
birds.  Each bird is given a Hawaiian leis, 
because these birds spend the winter in 
tropical places.  The rest of the children 
are grasshoppers.  They are each given a 
bag and a green ribbon that they can tie 
on their arm.  The bag represents the 
grasshopper’s stomach. 

2. A playing field is delineated with the 
orange cones.  The straws pieces  are 
placed within the playing field. 

3. The grasshoppers enter the playing 
field first and have one minute to collect 
as much plant food (straws) as they can 
and put them in their stomachs (bags).  
The migratory birds and falcons watch 
the prey, as predators often do, from the 
sidelines. 

4. The migratory birds are then sent in 
to eat the grasshoppers.  As the 
birds tag their prey, the 
grasshoppers hand over their 
stomachs.  The birds can eat as 
many grasshoppers as they can within a 
20-60 second timeframe. 

Activity:   The following activity, which 
introduces 4th grade and older students 
to the terms accumulation, 
biomagnification and food chain, is 
adapted from Project Wild’s Hazardous 
Links, Possible Solutions.  For more 
information on Project Wild  go to http://
www.projectwild.org/ 

 

Materials:  White and colored drinking 
straws cut into thirds, 30 pieces per 
student, two-thirds white or plain and one
-third colored;  approximately 20 small 
bags; 2 black bathing or wool caps ; 6 
Hawaiian leis; approximately 18 green 
ribbons,  4-8 orange cones. 

Review the term food chain with the 
students and introduce the food chain of 
the peregrine falcon.  The peregrine 
falcon eats primarily birds, the birds eat 
invertebrates, including insects, the 
insects eat plants, the plants get their 
energy from the sun, water and air. 

1. The fastest girl and boy in the class 
are chosen as the peregrine falcons.   
Each of the two falcons wears a black  

“In 1962 there were no nesting 
peregrine falcons east of the 

Mississippi “ 
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A Peregrine’s diet consists of primarily 
small to medium sized birds, bats and 
occasionally small mammals.  They eat 
about one fourth of their body weight in 
food each day.  That would be the same 
as a 120 pound woman eating 30 pounds 
of food each day. Where do you think all 
that food goes?   

A female, such as Fancy, weighs about 
910 grams, while a male, like Groucho, 
weighs approximately 570 grams  
(Female raptors are generally larger and 
heavier than the males of the same 
species.)  With your students review the 
items on the Peregrine Palace Menu and 
have them answer the following 
questions: 
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Quail 200 grams 

Pigeon 350 grams 

Mallard Duck 1150 grams 

House Sparrow 29 grams 

Eastern Bluebird 30 grams 

Ring-billed Gull 500 grams 

Peregrines strike their prey with 
their outstretched talons usually 

in mid-air. 

Peregrine with its pigeon dinner. 

Peregrine Food! 

1. About how many quails would Fancy need to eat in a day? 

2. About how many ducks would Groucho need to eat in a week? 

3. If Fancy ate only Pigeons on Monday, House Sparrows on Tuesday, Ducks onWednesday 
and Thursday, Quails on Friday, Gulls on Saturday and  Bluebirds on Sunday, about how many 
birds would she eat in a week? 

4. If Groucho ate only pigeons, about how many pigeons would he eat in a year? 

Discussion:  Summarize how the pesticide 
moved up the food chain.  Explain the term 
biomagnification (the accumulation of 
harmful substances in biological organisms 
in increasingly higher concentrations as one 
goes up the food chain) and accumulation  
(the process of increasing in amount over a 
period of time) of chemicals.  Tell the 
students this actually happened to the 
peregrine falcons during the 40s, 50s and 60s 
when DDT was sprayed on crops throughout 
the United States.  Because of this the 
peregrine falcon almost became extinct. 

�

7.  Explain to the students that 
grasshoppers were eating the crops. The 
farmer, who was loosing money because 
of crop loss, sprayed pesticides to kill 
the grasshoppers and save his crops.  
The multicolored straws represent the 
pesticide.  Any of the grasshoppers who 
were not eaten by the birds that have any 
multicolored straws are considered dead 
because the pesticide was targeted at the 
grasshopper.  Any migratory birds that 
were not eaten by the falcon whose food 
supply is made up of half or  more of the 
colored straws would also be dead.  The 
falcons will not die, but if they have 
more than 10% multi-colored straws or 
pesticides in their stomach, the egg 
shells produced in the spring will be so 
thin that the eggs will not hatch 
successfully. 

�

Extension:  For high school students 
you can follow up this activity with a 
debate on the pros and cons of the 
use of DDT in developing countries 
today to fight malaria.  The World 
Health Organization (WHO) recently 
announced that it will encourage the 
use of DDT, even though the 
pesticide is banned or tightly 
restricted in much of the world.  
Have students research this issue on 
the internet.   

Students could be assigned to 
represent different fractions for 
example:  Sierra Club, the Peregrine 
Fund, Audubon, WHO, government 
representatives of Zambia, The 
Global Fund, Admiral R. Rimothy 
Ziemer, coordinator of the U.S. 
Presidents Malaria Initiative. 
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In the natural world, peregrines build 
their nests or scrapes on cliff ledges.      
This perch or eyrie gives the peregrine a  
view of its surroundings including 
potential prey (mostly birds) and 
predators (great horned owls, snakes and 
larger mammals).  It also affords the 
peregrine’s protection from bad weather. 
A scrape is a small hollow or depression 
that is made on the nest ledge which has 
been scratched in preparation for a clutch 
of eggs. 

 After peregrines became extirpated as a 
nesting species east of the Rocky 
Mountains of the United States (U.S.), 
great horned owls took over many of the 
peregrines’ prime nesting areas.  In 1974 
representative of the Peregrine Fund, and 
State and Federal Wildlife Agencies 
began releasing hacked birds, back to the 
eastern U.S..  But where to put the young 
falcons now that many of their natural 
homes were occupied by owls?  
Historically peregrines have been known 
to nest on tall buildings because they 
provide the vertical habitats that they 
require for hunting and protection.  
People wondered if they could encourage 
more peregrines to set up urban homes 
on tall buildings and bridges by building 

nest boxes designed to resemble scrapes. 
Some hacked peregrines were placed in 
these nest boxes while other nest boxes 
were “found” by pairs of peregrines 
looking to start a family.  The peregrines 
thrived in their new urban habitats.   

The State Tower Building is the tallest 
building in Syracuse, New York with 23 
floors.  It was built in 1927 in the Art 
Deco style.  Art Deco architecture is a 
style that often uses zigzag and stepped 
forms.   Another example of an art deco 
style building in Syracuse is the Niagara 
Mohawk building..   

A nesting box was placed on the State 
Tower Building in Syracuse, NY in the 
spring of 2003.  The box was checked 
out by a pair of peregrines that fall and in 
the spring of 2004, they made the box a 
home for their eggs. 
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The State Tower Building  

Fancy and Groucho in their nest box. 

Here are some peregrine math questions to go through with your 
students: 

1. If each floor of the State Tower Building is an average of 13.7 feet, 
how tall is this building? 

2. The Niagara Mohawk Building has 13 floors.  Why do you think 
the Fancy and Groucho would prefer the state Tower Building to 
the Niagara Mohawk Building? 

3. If Fancy and Groucho’s scrape is on the ledge of the 23rd floor, (see 
picture) how far is it from their scrape to the ground/street below? 

4. A peregrine can fly 200 miles per hour in a stoop or dive.  If a 
pigeon is flying 50 feet from the ground and Fancy takes off from 
her scrape, how many seconds will it take Fancy to reach the 
pigeon? 

 5280 feet = 1 mile, 60 minutes = 1 hour, 60 seconds =1 minute 

+,��
���
�������
��
��0��� �

The Niagara Mohawk Building 

Check out what Fancy and Groucho see as 
they are flying above Syracuse.  Go to 
http://maps.google.com/  type in Syracuse, 
NY and then type in under business State 
Tower Building.  Choose the satellite 
image and have fun flying higher and 
lower and moving from building to 
building. 
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Background:  Each year the New York 
State Department of Environmental 
Conservation Endangered Species Unit 
puts together a report on the number of 
peregrine falcon pairs observed in the 
state.  The  map and table, reproduced 
here is from the 2010 report, and is being 
used with their permission.  To obtain the 
full report or the report for a different 
year (put out each spring) go to http://
www.dec.state.ny.us/website/dfwmr/
wildlife/endspec/peregrine.html and go 
to 2010 Peregrine Falcon Report  

Activity:  In this activity your  students 
will be wildlife biologists analyzing 
actual data on the nesting activity of 
peregrine falcons in 2010. 
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Page 7 It’s Here Again, the Peregrine!  

Map of Peregrine Falcon Pairs: 

Using a New York State road map as a 
reference, indicate where each of the 
following cities are on the DEC map with a 
yellow star:  Buffalo, Rochester, Syracuse, 
Binghamton, New York City, Albany.  
What do all these cities have in common?  
Research the habitat of the urban peregrine 
falcons as well as the habitat of the 
peregrine falcons living on the cliffs of the 

as those in the urban areas?  Do you 
think their young would face the 
same threats?  Have the students 
discuss why they think there appears 
to be only one pair of peregrines in 
each city besides New York City. 

Table 1:   

Using graph paper or Microsoft 
Office Excel have the students graph 
the Number of Territorial Pairs (y-
axis) by year (x-axis).  Have the  

students draw a line connecting the 
points.  Have them graph Number of 
Breeding Pairs and Number of 
Successful Pairs also by year.  Have 
your students summarize their 
observations.  From what your 
students have learned doing the 
Peregrine Lesson Plan, what factors 
have contributed to the change in  
Peregrine nesting pairs from 1992 to 
2010? 

Proprietary information of the New York State Department of Environmental 
Conservation 

Division of Fish, Wildlife and Marine Resources-Endangered Species Unit 

625 Broadway, Albany, NY 12233-4754 (518) 402-8863 
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Page 9 NITC Lesson Plan #2 

Have your students match by drawing a 
line from each picture of Fancy, Groucho 
and their young with the appropriate date 
and description found below: 

 

March: Fancy and Groucho perform a 
special courtship flight. Their in-flight 
acrobatics include steep rapid dives, loop
-the-loops, rolls, high soaring and figure 
eights.   

 

Mid-April :  Fancy lays one creamy 
white egg with red-brown speckles every 
two to three days until her clutch  reaches 
3-5 eggs.   

 

Mid-May :  About 31 days later the 
chicks hatch. The eyasses look like fluffy 
white balls of down.  Groucho will bring 
food to Fancy who will rip off pieces to 
feed to the young. 

 

Early June:  The chicks, which have 
grown rapidly, are banded and their sex 
is determined by New York State DEC 
Wildlife Managers.   

 

Mid-June:  The nestlings’ down feathers 
are replaced by adult feathers.   

 

Late-June:  At about six weeks the 
young falcons are essentially full grown.   

 

Late-June:  The fledglings will take 
their first awkward flight.   They will 
often fly to nearby buildings such as City 
Hall or the M& T Bank. Sometimes they 
miss the ledge and fall to the ground.   

 

Mid-August:  The juveniles begin to 
hunt for food and care for themselves at 
nine to 12 weeks.  They will begin by 
hunting small game such as dragonflies 
and butterflies. 

 

September:  The juvenile birds leave 
Syracuse. Where do they go?  No one 
knows. 
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Baltimore Woods Nature Center 
P.O. Box 133, 4007 Bishop Hill Road 
Marcellus, NY 13108 
�
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Quality Award for protecting and 
enhancing environmental quality.  The 
show was created based on a teacher-
articulated need to showcase the ecology 
of urban neighborhoods and to engage 
young children in learning about the 
culture, geography, natural resources and 
ecology of their neighborhoods.  The 
show features eleven song and dance 
routines. 

· Nature in the City explores people’s 
interaction with the urban environment. 

· The Cicadas Song highlights the 
fascinating lifecycle of the cicada.  

· With My Hand addresses the consequences 
of litter and why people litter. 

· Heart of the City explores the geographic 
relationship between waterways and cities. 

· Green Spaces/Green Places celebrates city 
parks and greenways. 

· Flies in Black teaches about living water 
quality indicators like black flies. 

· A worm’s nocturnal habits are highlighted 
in the song Who’s that Moving.   

· The Peregrine features falcons and pigeons 
in city’s concrete canyons. 

· All Across the USA describes human 
activities than can help or harm water 
quality 

· Crows explains urban crow roosts and 
explores reactions to them. 

· Big Rain places the scale of cities against 
the enormous forces of nature. 

In addition to the Nature in the City 
show ,Baltimore Woods is developing 
lesson plans such as It’s Here Again the 
Peregrine! lesson plan to  build on the 
concepts introduced through Billy B’s 
songs The Peregrine!. 

�

Phone: 315-673-1350 
Fax: 315-673-3671 
�

Through its Nature in the City program, 
Baltimore Woods Nature Center is 
providing an opportunity for urban 
children to: 

· Make or strengthen their connections 
to the natural world. 

· Think critically through hands-on/
minds-on activities that link school 
curricula to their surroundings. 

· Develop sensible stewardship for the 
natural world in their 
neighborhoods. 

In 2002, Baltimore Woods launched the 
project to create the Nature in the City 
show.  Nature in the City features an 
engaging music/dance show by the 
Natural Science Song and Dance Man, 
Billy B. Brennan.  In 2004 Nature in the 
City won the U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency’s Environmental 
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A healthy relationship 
to nearby nature is 

essential to healthy human and natural 
communities. 

 
From countryside to cityscape, we can experience 

nature all around us. 
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Baltimore Woods would like to thank George Marleau and 
the Syracuse Peregrine Falcon group for their pictures and 
information on Syracuse’s Peregrine Falcons and Barbara 
Loucks, NY State DEC, for her review of this lesson and 
permission to use DEC’s Peregrine Falcon data.  We would 
also like to thank Lorraine Larsen and Margaret Middleton 
for their exceptional artwork. 

In addition to the sources mentioned directly in the lesson 
the following sources were used to create this lesson plan:  
Stokes Nature Guides:  A Guide to Bird Behavior Volume 
III , Birds of Prey of the World by Grossman and Hamlet.   

The Following web sites: 

· http://rfalconcam.com/rfc-main/education.php 

· http://www.epa.gov/aboutepa/history/topics/
ddt/02.html 

· http://www.birds.cornell.edu/celebration/birds/bird-
guide/peregrine-falcon 

· http://www.education-world.com/a_lesson/
lesson112.shtml 

· http://www.state.nj.us/dep/fgw/ensp/
peregrine_curric.htm#curric 

· http://www.ohiodnr.com/wildlife/falcons/kids.htm 

· http://dep.state.ct.us/burnatr/wildlife/learn/kids.htm 
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