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How to Use This Guide:

This guide provides instruction on Birds in my 
Neighborhood® for teachers and their 
classroom. If there are any questions on this 
guide, please contact schools@openlands.org
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Birds in my Neighborhood® is a 
volunteer-driven program for grades 
2-5 with the goal of acquainting 
students with nature in their 
community through the observation 
of birds. 

The program is simple. New 
volunteers attend three trainings 
which each correspond to one of the 
three sessions with students. After 
attending the trainings, volunteers are 
assigned in pairs to a classroom and 
connected to the teacher to schedule 
dates for the three sessions. 
Volunteers lead the following three 
sessions: a classroom lesson, bird walk 
in the schoolyard, and a field trip in a 
local natural area. 

Program Overview
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“This has been an outstanding addition to my classroom. The materials work for a wide range of 
students. All the elements sparked students interest. Several of my parents have told me their 
children have asked for books about birds and family bird watching outings.” – Drummond 
Elementary teacher

Volunteers lead students from Mark Sheridan Elementary on a field trip at Palmisano 
Park in Chicago. Photo: Jennifer Monahan



Birds in my Neighborhood® connects people to nature where they live, develop and 
empower future stewards of the natural world, create a culture of conservation within 
the communities, and ultimately strengthen our region’s ability to conserve land.

Every student that participates in the full program will: 

1. Increase their knowledge of habitats, diets, and behaviors of birds

2. Be more observant of the natural environment in urban settings

3. Identify birds on their own time and report back to their teachers

All participating teachers will be satisfied with:

1. The program’s relationship to curriculum requirements

2. The learning experience their students are receiving

Purpose and Goals
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“Students begin coming to class in the morning and/or after outdoor recess talking about the 
different birds they noticed. They knew the type of bird and were able to describe various aspects 
about the birds' species based on what they learned during the class visit, material shared via 
posters and their independent research about various birds.” – Miles Davis Elementary 
teacher

Birds in my Neighborhood Schoolyard Walk around Mark Sheridan Academy in Chicago. Photo: Jennifer Monahan



Below is a timeline to use during the program. Organization, planning, and 
communication are the keys to have this program be successful in the classroom. 
Volunteers and will be in contact for other scheduling needs throughout the length of 
the program.

Timeline and Scheduling Logistics
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January February March April May

Decide on the date for the 
classroom visit with volunteers

Send home parent letter and 
photo release form

First classroom visit

Decide on the date for the 
schoolyard visit with volunteers

Schoolyard bird walk

Decide on the date for the field 
trip with volunteers

Contact parent chaperones for 
field trip

Send email to Program Manager 
with field trip details

Field trip session

Cancellations

If the schoolyard walk or field trip needs to be canceled because of inclement weather, 
both can be rescheduled if needed. Volunteers will be in contact prior to cancellations. 
Please contact them if there are any concerns with the weather leading up to the 
schoolyard walk and/or field trip.



Volunteers will bring in a kit that will help enhance the learning experience for the 
classroom. 

Each kit contains the following items (numbers correspond with below photos):

1. Student journals (one per student)

2. Bird checklist (one per student)

3. Bird poster (one per classroom)

4. Bird sound machine

5. Bird calendars or other good bird images

6. Laminated bird pictures (at least four different birds)

7. Birds nests (one or two)

8. Feathers (as many as possible)

9. Bird Identification Reference Document for field trip

Birds in my Neighborhood® Kit
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1 2 3 4 5

6 7 8 9



Overview of the Teacher’s Role
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Each participating teacher signs a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) before 
beginning Birds in my Neighborhood®. This document outlines the program, and also 
what is required of each participating teacher throughout the course of the program. 
Failure by the school to sign the MOU or uphold their requirements listed on the 
document may result in program cancellation. See Appendix 1 for the MOU form, or 
contact your program manager for more information.

During the three visits, volunteers lead the class through various indoor and outdoor 
activities, so the teacher’s role is not the “traditional” teacher’s role. The teacher’s role 
is more logistical and observational with assisting the volunteers with classroom 
management as needed. You are to help coordinate dates and times for classroom visits 
and trip dates with the volunteers, recruit some parent chaperones for the field trip (if 
they are available), and assist the volunteers as needed. You will be able to observe 
nature and bird watch along with your students. 

Birds in my Neighborhood Field Trip to Marquette Park in Chicago. Photo: Elvia Rodriguez Ochoa



The Teacher’s Roles
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Planning is very important to have this program run successfully. Please use this to 
prepare for each of the three sessions. 

Session 1: Classroom visit 
Duration: About 1 hour
Description: Volunteers will introduce themselves to the class and ask them three 
questions: (1) What do you know about birds? (2) What birds have you seen? (3) What 
questions do your have about birds?

Teacher roles:
1. Stay with your class and volunteers at all times.
2. Assist volunteers with classroom management as needed.
3. Obtain journals from volunteers and instruct class to complete research project on 
birds.

Between Session 1 and Session 2
Make time for your students to research a bird, recording their results in their own words in 
their journal on pages 7-8. They should select a bird to study from the Birds in my 
Neighborhood checklist, located on page 9-10 in the journal. 

Session 2: Schoolyard bird walk
Duration: About 1.5 hours
Description: Students share bird research with volunteers and participate in a bird walk 
around the school grounds.

Teacher roles:
1. Stay with your class and volunteers at all times.
2. Assist volunteers with classroom management as needed.
3. Ensure that the student have the following for the bird walk: journals, pencils, 

clipboards (or something hard to write on), and weather appropriate clothing.

After Session 2 
Instruct students to complete pages 11 and 12 in their journals. 



Teacher roles before Session 3
1. Recruit parent chaperones, ideally at least enough for one per six students.
2. Communicate with volunteers about meeting locations and times. Share additional 

contact information as needed. 
3. Prepare students by putting them in groups and discussing appropriate behavior.
4. Bring a first aid kit.
5. Ensure that each student brings the following: Birds in my Neighborhood 

Checklist, pencil, clipboard or something to write on, close-toed shoes, weather 
appropriate clothing, bug spray/sun block (if applicable), and a lunch (if applicable).

Session 3: Field Trip
Duration: About 1.5 hours (depends on age of group of students and size of the park)
Description: Volunteers lead small groups of students on a bird walk through the park.

Teacher roles: 
1. Break up students into small groups.
2. Ensure that an end time and meeting place is established for the bird walk.
3. Participate in the bird walk with your students and support the volunteers.
4. Assist volunteers with student management as needed.

Teacher roles after Session 3:
1. Direct students to fill in the result graph and other results on pages 13-14. Also, the 

students can keep working on pages 15-18 in the “More About Birds” section of 
their journals.

2. Pursue any extensions outlined in this guide or in the resources located in the back 
of the journal. Consider inviting volunteers back to observe or participate in any 
other lessons related to birds or the school yard.

The Teacher’s Roles
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Helpful Tips

 Be mindful of cell phone use during the two bird walks; that includes your 
students, the chaperones, and yourself. Phones can be beneficial for walks but 
they can also become a distraction if overused.

 Between sessions, be sure to reference Birds in my Neighborhood to your class to 
keep them engaged!



There are many benefits for open-ended journaling about nature and wildlife for 
students. It enhances creativity within students and allows them to explore nature in 
ways they might not normally experience. Journaling also further develops critical 
thinking, writing, and observational skills, and helps them practice writing ideas in 
their own words. Birds are found everywhere, so they are very accessible  to observe and 
journal about!

Benefits of Journaling
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“As a result of the program, students were able to improve their knowledge and skills in research 
assignments, reading and writing. Students improved their discussion skills by implementing new 
acquired vocabulary about birds. Many students improved their artistic skills by sketching birds 
and their habitat.” – Hayt Elementary teacher

For more information about the benefits of journaling, please visit 
http://www.birdsleuth.org/nature-journaling/

A student’s research and drawing on black-capped chickadees in the Birds in my Neighborhood Student Journal.



Create a class E-Bird account (ebird.org/home) to further their bird observations and 
identification skills. This allows students to practice collecting data and using other 
scientific skills. For more information, visit birdsleuth.org/using-ebird-with-students/

Re-introduce students to the resource section on the last page of their journals. There 
are many websites and apps that they can use to further their birding skills. 
Additionally, some useful apps are: 

1. The BirdsEye Bird Finding Guide app helps users identify birds 
based on location and previous sightings in their area 
(birdseyebirding.com/apps/birdseye/)

2. The EyeLoveBirds app gives users descriptions of different bird 
species as well as bird calls and pictures (eyelovebirds.com/)

Download free Field Guides from the Field Museum on local birds for the class to 
utilize.

For schools in Illinois, request free bird posters for the classroom at 
dnr.illinois.gov/education/Pages/EduRivers.aspx under Illinois Bird Volume I-IV 

More apps and resources can be found at birdsleuth.org/best-apps-for-birding/ or in 
Appendix 4

Potential Extensions of the Program
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Birds in my Neighborhood Field Trip to Marquette Park in Chicago. Photo: Elvia Rodriguez Ochoa



“Amazing Birds” Extension

Through the Cornell Lab of Ornithology, there are many activities available that will 
extend the bird learning experience for the classroom. These activities and more can be 
found at birds.cornell.edu/physics/lessons/elementary/pdfs/tm. Below is a description of the 
activities and the Next Generation Science Standards achieved.

Potential Extensions of the Program
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Activity Description Grade Standards

Sound is 
Energy/Why 
Birds Sing

Students will learn 
where sound comes 
from and how birds 
produce their songs. 
They will also learn 
how to identify birds 
based on their songs.

1
1-PS4-1 : Plan and conduct investigations to provide 
evidence that vibrating materials can make sound and 
that sound can make materials vibrate.

Bird Beaks

Students will compare 
and contrast the 
differences in beaks 
based on their 
functions and 
lifestyles. 

2,3,4

2-LS4-1 : Make observations of plants and animals to 
compare the diversity of life in different habitats.
3-LS4-3 : Construct an argument with evidence that in 
a particular habitat some organisms can survive well, 
some survive
less well, and some cannot survive at all. 
4-LS1-1 : Construct an argument that plants and 
animals have internal and external structures that 
function to support
survival, growth, behavior, and reproduction

Flight and 
Feathers

Students will learn 
how birds fly and the 
importance of wing 
size and shape for 
different types of 
birds. 

4

4-LS1-1 : Construct an argument that plants and 
animals have internal and external structures that 
function to support survival, growth, behavior, and 
reproduction

Magentic 
Migration

Students will learn 
why and how birds 
migrate.

3
3-PS2-3 : Ask questions to determine cause and effect 
relationships of electric or magnetic interactions 
between two objects not in contact with each other



Birds in my Neighborhood® was designed to help satisfy and accommodate the Next 
Generation Science Standards and Common Core Standards. An overview of the 
standards met throughout the program is provided on the charts found in Appendix 2.

Learning Standards
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Volunteers lead the Classroom lesson at Mark Sheridan Academy in Chicago. Photo: Jennifer Monahan

“I always see such growth and learned knowledge in the students after going through the program. 
Students actually become aware of the species found in their urban setting.” – Maria Saucedo 
Scholastic Academy teacher



Appendices
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Birds in my Neighborhood Field Trip to Marquette Park in Chicago. Photo: Elvia Rodriguez Ochoa



Appendix 1: Memorandum of Understanding (MOU)
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Birds in my Neighborhood®  
Memorandum of Understanding 

 
 
Memo to Participating Teachers: 
Please sign this form as a commitment to the program elements listed below.  
 

Overview  
Birds in my Neighborhood® is a volunteer-driven education program run by Openlands in partnership with 
Audubon Great Lakes that aims to help 2nd to 5th grade students and teachers become acquainted with and 
understand the stories behind the birds in their school garden, neighborhood and city.  
  
Openlands’ Role  
Provide the following to each participating classroom: 

 Two volunteers to visit your classroom twice, and facilitate one field trip to a local natural area. 
 Educational resources and journals for each classroom. 
 Logistical support and funding (when necessary) for your class field trip. 
 An end-of-program survey for participating volunteers and schools to make the program more successful 

and to better fulfill the needs of participating schools. 
 

Requirements for Participating Schools  
The following items are required of each participating classroom and its teacher: 

 Help schedule and host one indoor and outdoor session with the volunteers. 
 Help schedule birding field trip (either by walking or bus) 
 Send parent letter home with students, and recruit parent chaperones for field trip. 
 Distribute permission slips/photo waivers to students as necessary, and provide to Program Coordinator. 
 Assist volunteers with classroom management during each session, staying with them at all times. 
 Provide space, computer time and/or library access for students to learn about birds between each of the 

three sessions. 
 Provide students with the Bird Journal to work on during school and store the journal until the program is 

completed.  At the completion of the program, return the journal to the students. 
 Complete a brief online survey. Additionally, participating teachers will be invited to participate in a 

feedback session in person or over the phone. 
 
 
__________________________ _____________________________        ______________ 
Teacher Signature   Teacher Name          Date 
 



Appendix 1: Memorandum of Understanding (MOU)
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Birds in my Neighborhood® 
Memorandum of Understanding 

 
 
 
Records 
Please make copies of this document to keep as records for your school and a copy for the 
participating teacher. Mail or email the signed copy to Openlands, 25 East Washington Street, 
Suite 1650, Chicago, IL 60602-1708 or email schools@openlands.org   
 
Questions? 
Please direct all questions about Birds in my Neighborhood® to 312-863-6276 or 
schools@openlands.org  



Appendix 2: Program Learning Standards
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1-LS3-1 1 Make observations to construct an evidence-based account that 
young plants and animals are alike, but not exactly like their parents

x x

2-LS4-1 2
 Make observations of plants and animals to compare the diversity of 
life in different habitats 

x x

3-LS4-2
3

Use evidence to support the explanation that traits can be influenced 
by the environment 

x x x

3-LS4-2
3

Use evidence to construct an explanation for how variations in 
characteristics among individuals of the same species may provide 
advantages in surviving, finding mates, and reproducing

x x x

4-LS1-1
4

Construct an argument that plants and animals have internal 
structures that function to support survival, growth, behavior, and 
reproduction

x x

5-LS2-1
5

Develop a model to describe the movement of matter among plants, 
animals, decomposers, and the environment

x x

BiMN Program Activities
Next Generation Science Standards 

Performance 
Expectation 

Grade Description
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MP.4 All Model with mathematics x x
MP.5 All Use appropriate tools strategically x x

2.MD.D.10 2
Draw a picture graph and a bar graph (with single-unit scale) to 
represent a data set with up to four categories. Solve simple put-
together, take-apart, and compare problems.

x x

3.MD.B.3 3
Draw a scaled picture graph and a scaled bar graph to represent a 
data set with several categories

x x

Common Core Mathematics Standards 
BiMN Program Activities

Code Grade Standard
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SL.1.3 1
Ask and answer questions about what a speaker says in order to gather 
additional information or clarify something that is not understood

x x x

SL.1.4 1
Describe people, places, things, and events with relevant details, 
expressing ideas and feelings clearly. 

x x

W.1.7 1 Participate in shared research and writing projects x

W.1.8 1
With guidance and support from adults, recall information from 
experiences or gather information from provided sources to answer a 
question 

x

SL.2.3 2
Ask and answer questions about what a speaker says in order to clarify 
comprehension, gather additional information, or deepen understanding 
of a topic or issue.

x x x

SL.2.4 2
Tell a story or recount an experience with appropriate facts and relevant, 
descriptive details, speaking audibly in coherent sentences

x x x

W.2.7 2 Participate in shared research and writing projects x

W.2.8 2
Recall information from experiences or gather information from 
provided sources to answer a question 

x x x

SL3.3 3
Ask and answer questions about information from a speaker, offering 
appropriate elaboration and detail.

x x x

SL.3.4 3
Report on a topic or text, tell a story, or recount an experience with 
appropriate facts and relevant, descriptive details, speaking clearly at an 
understandable pace. 

x x x

W.3.2 3
Write informative/explanatory texts to examine a topic and convey ideas 
and information clearly.

x

W.3.7 3 Conduct short research projects that build knowledge about a topic. x

W.3.8 3
Recall information from experiences or gather information from print 
and digital sources; take brief notes on sources and sort evidence into 
provided categories. 

x

SL.4.3 4
Identify the reasons and evidence a speaker provides to support particular 
points.

x x x

SL.4.4 4

Report on a topic or text, tell a story, or recount an experience in an 
organized manner, using appropriate facts and relevant, descriptive 
details to support main ideas or themes; speak clearly at an 
understandable pace.

x x

W.4.7 4
Conduct short research projects that build knowledge through 
investigation of different aspects of a topic 

x

SL5.3 5
Summarize the points a speaker makes and explain how each claim is 
supported by reasons and evidence.

x x x

SL5.4 5
Report on a topic or text or present an opinion, sequencing ideas 
logically and using appropriate facts and relevant, descriptive details to 
support main ideas or themes; speak clearly at an understandable pace.

x x x

W.5.7 5
Conduct short research projects that use several sources to build 
knowledge through investigation of different aspects of a topic.

x

R.5.9 5
Integrate information from several texts on the same topic in order to 
write or speak about the subject knowledgeably

x

Common Core English and Language Arts Standards
BiMN Program Activities

Code Grade Standard
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Appendix 3: Sample Parent Letter – Spanish 
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Appendix 3: Sample Parent Letter – Arabic 
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General Bird Information

All About Birds – allaboutbirds.org/guide

Provides a database with a wide range of information about the species in regards to diet, 
habitat, and songs. Users can search based on species name, keywords, or body shape.

BirdNote – birdnote.org

Provides a variety of bird specific resources including radio shows, pictures, and blogs

National Geographic – animals.nationalgeographic.com/animals/birds

Provides general information about birds as well as more in depth information and videos 
on specific birds and behaviors.

Merlin Bird ID App – merlin.allaboutbirds.org/

This app is easy to use and allows users to take pictures of birds they see and upload the 
images to help identify them.

Cornell Lab of Ornithology – birds.cornell.edu/index.html

Provides a wide variety of resources including guides, videos, articles, and much more.

Chicagoland Birding Resources

Chicago Park District – chicagoparkdistrict.com/parks-facilities/natural-areas

The Chicago Park District provides a list and map of many of those natural areas 
throughout Chicago parks. 

Cook County Forest Preserves – fpdcc.com/recreation/birding/

Provides birding opportunities and events at the forest preserves and a printable birding 
checklist.

Illinois Audubon Society – illinoisaudubon.org/

Provides many different resources for teachers and information about birds and other 
wildlife throughout Illinois. 

Audubon-Chicago Region – gl.audubon.org/

Provides educational resources for teachers, birding areas throughout the great lake region, 
and many other resources.

Chicago Ornithological Society – chicagobirder.org/

Provides birding events throughout Chicago and birding checklists.

Illinois Birders Exchanging Thoughts – birdingillinois.com/IBET.htm

Provides birders the opportunity to talk about bird sightings all around Illinois.

Appendix 4: Extra Resources
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Education Materials

BirdSleuth – birdsleuth.org/

Part of the Cornell Lab of Ornithology, BirdSleuth provides many different educational 
resources and materials for teachers to do with their classes pertaining to birds. 

Audubon Adventures – audubonadventures.org/

Provides resources, curriculum, and interactive games for elementary school teachers and 
students pertaining to the environment and wildlife.

Celebrate Urban Parks – celebrateurbanbirds.org/

Part of the Cornell Lab of Ornithology, this site provides information on urban birds and 
the opportunity for people in urban areas to participate in bird sightings and data 
collection. 

Enchanted Learning – enchantedlearning.com/subjects/birds/

Provides general information, worksheets, activities, and much more for the classroom.

Bird Education Network – birdeducation.org

Under the “Resources” tab under “About”, there are a variety of websites for teachers to use 
to enhance environmental education in the classroom as well as birding tips. 

Resources for Young Birders 

Illinois Young Birders – illinoisyoungbirders.org

Provides birding opportunities with different field trips around Illinois for young birders 
ages 9-18.

American Birding Association – aba.org

Provides birding podcasts, blogs, articles, and information for birding trips for birders of all 
ages.

Bird Migration

International Migratory Bird Day – www.migratorybirdday.org/resources

Under the “Resources” tab, there are many activities, presentations, worksheets, and other 
educational materials for the classroom

Partners in Flight – www.partnersinflight.org

Provides information on bird migration and conservation for different bird species.

Journey North – journeynorth.org

Under the “Educators” tab, there are many activities and lessons for classrooms to 
participate in.

Appendix 4: Extra Resources
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