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This lesson plan entitled A 
Year in the Life of a Red-
winged Blackbird introduces 
students to the bird’s physical 
appearance,  eating habits, 
seasonal movements, social 
behavior, lifecycle and other 
adaptations.  

One of the first migrant birds 
to return to the Syracuse area 
each spring  is the male red-
winged blackbird.  Red-
winged blackbirds are one of 
the most abundant birds found 

in North America and their 
habitat includes urban as well 
as rural settings.  It is easily 
recognized and children will 
have the opportunity to see 
this bird, if not on a field trip, 
then on walks or drives to or 
past wetland areas.   

The male  is a medium size 
blackbird (7-9 inches) with a 
long slender bill.  It has black 
eyes, black feet and the 
distinguishing red and yellow 
epaulets on the top of its 
wing.   The female is 
brownish with streaks across 
her chest and back, which 
camouflage or allow her to 
blend in with the marsh reeds 
of her habitat.    

Red-winged blackbirds eat 
seeds during much of the 
year.  In the spring and 
summer, however, they add 

protein to their diet by eating 
insects and other arthropods 
using the gaping technique.   
Gaping, is a different way of 
eating unique to blackbirds.   
The bird uses its very strong 
beak muscles to pry its beak 
open in substances such as 
soil or mud. This enables the 
bird to find and eat food that 
other non-gaping birds can 
not.  Red-winged blackbirds 
use gaping to find insects and 
spiders which hide in the leaf 
bases of many aquatic plants 
and agricultural crops. 

Red-winged blackbirds 
migrate to the southern states 
of North America to avoid the 
harsh northern winters.  The 
male returns in early spring, 
often in small noisy flocks, to 
claim a territory in which to 
breed.   Usually found near 

At the end of this lesson 
students will understand: 

· The major stages in the 
life cycle of the Red-
Winged Blackbird.  

· How red-winged 
blackbirds adapt to 
changing seasons. 

· The habitat, diet and 

predators of red-winged 
blackbirds. 

· Why male and female red
-winged blackbirds do 
not look the same. 

· How to identify a male 
red-winged blackbird. 

· How and why individual 
red-winged blackbirds 

compete with each other. 

· How a red-winged 
blackbird uses is sense of 
hearing and sight. 
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Male Red-winged Blackbird.  
Picture from enature.com/

field guides. 
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· http://www.enature.com/

fieldguides/ 

· http://

www.birds.cornell.edu/

programs/AllAboutBirds/

BirdGuide/Red-

winged_Blackbird.html 
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The Year in the Life of the Red-
Winged Blackbird is a lesson plan 
designed to coincide with the spring 
return of these interesting birds.  The 
program can be initiated by asking the 
students to describe or draw what they 
think a red-winged blackbird might 
look like.  The teacher can then show 
the children a color photograph of a 
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marshy areas, the male will call “oak-a-
lee”, fan its tail feathers and expose or 
flash its red and yellow epaulets to 
express its intent to defend its territory.  
The females return north a few weeks 
after the male.  The male tries to attract 
the female by showing off .  The 
blackbirds flash their shoulder patches.  
Often more than one female will 
establish territories within a male’s 
territory.  The males are polygamous, or 
breed with more than one female each 
spring.  The female weaves her grass, 
cup-shaped nest in shrubs or among the 
cattails or grasses of the marsh, often 
suspended 3-8 feet above the marsh 
waters. 

In May the female will lay 3-5 blue-
green eggs with purple spots.  After the 

last egg is laid she will 
start to incubate the 
eggs.  The eggs hatch 
after about eleven days 
and the young will 
fledge, or fly, after 
another 11 days. 

In August red-winged 
blackbirds go through 
one complete molt 
where they lose their old feathers and 
grow new ones.  During this time they 
recede into the marshes keeping out of 
sight of predators, which include owls, 
raccoons, snakes, crows, hawks, and 
foxes.  After the molt is complete the 
birds emerge once again.   

In September the males will begin to fly 
south in large flocks.  People have 

claimed to see over 30,000 
redwings flying south 
together. 

In the winter red-winged 
blackbirds gather in huge 
groups.  Although there is 
no conclusive evidence, 
scientist believe this 
adaptation allows more 
birds to survive because 

there are more eyes and ears to search for 
food, watch for predators, and mob 
predators if the need arises.   

Sources:  A Guide to Bird Behavior, 
Stokes Nature Guides Volume I pp. 275-
286. 

Eastern Birds Peterson Field Guides 
p.252. 

red-winged blackbird.  Do the students 
drawings look like the color photograph?  
The remainder of the lesson plan has three 
parts. 

· In Part I, students are given the Year 
in the Life of the Red-Winged 
Blackbird  sketches (10 sketches).  
Through sketch observation and text 
the class can learn how to identify  
these birds and their adaptations which 
allow them to be one of the most 
numerous birds in North America.  
When discussing the March sketch, 
students can hear a male-red-winged 
blackbird’s call or vocalization by  
going to either of the web sites found 
on page 1 .  Vocabulary words can 
also be defined during this exercise. 

· In Part II the students make male red-
wing blackbirds (see page 3 and 4 red-
winged blackbird Craft). 

· In Part III the students look for 
returning birds by taking a walk to a 
nearby wetland or taking a bus to a 
natural area. 
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A male red-winged blackbird. 
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blackbird stencil with belly on fold 
and draw around it.  Cut out 
blackbird (do not cut along fold).  

2. Place  and trace epaulet stencils on 
red and yellow paper.  Cut out two 
epaulets of each color. 

3. Fold Blackbird wings down and glue 
his belly and head together..  Glue 
yellow epaulets to top of wing 
shoulders.  Then glue red epaulets 
on top of yellow, so that yellow band 
shows only below red. 

4. Glue googly eyes, one to each side 
of the head. 

5. Place and trace cattail stencil on 
brown paper or sand paper.  Cut out 
two cattails. 

6. Glue one cattail on craft stick.  Then 
glue blackbird belly on inside of 
cattail.  Glue other cattail on belly of 
blackbird and line up with first 
cattail. 

7. When dry take of picture of flock of 
male red-winged blackbirds. 

�

Materials:   

· Stencils (page 4) from card stock. 

· Black construction paper (one per 
student). 

· Yellow and Red construction  paper 
(one per 16 students). 

· Brown construction paper or sand 
paper (one per 4 students). 

· Googly eyes (Two per student). 

· Popsicle or craft sticks (one per 
student). 

· Scissors. 

· Glue or glue sticks. 

Directions: 

1. Fold black paper in half lengthwise 
to make 51/2 x 8 inch paper.  Place 

The following questions and subsequent 
discussion will help students to better 
understand the concepts broached by A 
Year in the Life of the Red-Winged 
Blackbird. 

February:  Why do you think the red-
winged blackbird flies north in the 
spring?  What is it called when a group 
of  animals moves from place to place 
when the seasons change? 

March:  What is competition?  Why 
does the male establish a territory?  Why 
does he not want to share it with other 
males?  What do you think a marsh 

habitat offers a red-winged blackbird? 

April:  What is an adaptation?  What 
advantage is it to the female to be brown 
streaked?  The birds change their diet to 
include arthropods in the spring.  What 
are the advantages of this adaptation?  
What senses do the females use to find 
mates? 

May:  Why might the female build her 
nest in cattails out in the water?  What 
advantage is it to have her nest among 
the cattails?   

June:  How does the female care for her 
young? 

August:  Why is this blackbird hiding in 
the marshes?  What danger is it trying to 
hide from?  What is a predator?  What 
are predators of the red-winged 
blackbird? 

September:  Why does the blackbird fly 
south in a large flock?  Why is it no 
longer territorial?  Why does it change its 
diet, again? 

October:  Why does the blackbird want 
to leave before the winter snows fall? 

November-January:  What advantage 
would blackbirds have  forming in large 
groups or flocks in the winter? 

2.  The female Red-winged blackbird 
isn’t black at all, she has brown stripes, 
which allows her to be camouflaged , or 
blend in  with a variety of habitats.  An 
activity which helps students understand 
how camouflage works is Birds and 
Worms (Activity 25, page 77) from 
Project Learning Tree’s Environmental 
Education Activity Guide. (http://plt.org)  

1.  Your class can track the migration of 
the red-winged blackbird and other 
migratory birds each spring and autumn 
by going to www.birds.cornell.edu/pfw/ 

  Go to: 

 Explore data. 

 FeederWatch Map Room 

 Species:  Red-winged black-
 bird. 
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Red-winged blackbirds are one of 
the most abundant birds found in 

North America….. 
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Red-winged Blackbird Craft. 
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Blackbird 
· Black 81/2 x 11 inch paper-folded in 

half lengthwise 

· Place Stencil on fold 

· Do not cut along fold 

Epaulets 
· Yellow paper 

· Cut two 

Epaulets 
· Red paper 

· Cut two 

Cattail 
· Brown paper (or sand paper) 

· Cut two 
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Baltimore Woods Nature Center 
P.O. Box 133, 4007 Bishop Hill 
Road 
Marcellus, NY 13108 
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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 ten song and dance routines. 

· Nature in the City explores peoples’ 
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. 

· An annelid’s nocturnal habits are 

highlighted in the song Worms.   

· There Again, 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 

· Yo, Yo, Yo, I’m the Crow 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 the Red-Winged 
Blackbird lesson plan to  build on the 
concepts introduced through Billy B’s 
songs.  Red-winged blackbirds are featured 
twice in the theme song, Nature in the City. 
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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 Quality Award 
for protecting and enhancing environmental 
quality.  The show was created based on a 
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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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