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Susan Edwards Richmond: Bird Count Activity Plans 

 

Collecting, Tallying, and Interpreting Data on Native Birds (Mathematics) 

 

Description and Goals 

Children will participate in the creation of data collection charts with pictures illustrating common species of 

native birds. Over the course of several classes, children will observe birds at a window feeder, in the play 

yard, or on nature walks and count and tally how many of each they see. At the conclusion of the 

observation period (a day, a week, or several weeks), students and teachers will tally the total numbers 

seen of each species and interpret their data. As an optional activity, you may create a chart of the data.  

 

Children will develop observation and categorization skills, and participate in a project in which they collect 

data and find ways to organize their data into meaningful information. They will also learn the term Citizen 

Scientist—someone who has no special training but is able to help scientists collect research data.       

Developmental Areas and Skills: Language and Cognitive Domains 

 

Curriculum Standards and Guidelines 

Guidelines for Preschool Learning Experiences (MA Department of Education): 

Mathematics Standard 15 (Data Collection and Analysis). Organize and draw conclusions from 

facts they have collected. 

Common Core for Math Standards 

Counting and Cardinality B.4 

Measurement and Data B.3, D10 

Numbers and Operation in Base Ten: B6 

 

Objectives 

 Children will recognize at least two different bird species (or categories; for example, 

hawks) by matching a picture to a bird they see in nature.   

 Children will make marks in the correct square on their charts (tally) for at least two kinds 

of birds they recognize. 

 Children will be able to use their data to answer at least one question correctly regarding 

the number of birds they saw of different kinds.  

 

Materials  

 Bird field guides, such as the Sibley Guide to Birds, and/or bird identification cards. 

 Small group or individual 8 x 11” laminated charts with pictures of the selected birds and space to 

make tally marks—or the materials to create such charts. (Suggested bird categories: Hawk, Blue 

Jay, Chickadee, Crow. You may also want to leave space for “Other Birds.”) See sample bird tally. 
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 Crayons or erasable markers that can write on a laminated surface.   

 Binoculars, if available.  

 Chart paper and markers.  

 Optional: Window bird feeder or feeders visible from a window. 

Introduction 

Children will gather in a circle, while the teacher introduces the idea that the class will learn more about 

birds by counting how many they see over a period of time. Ask: 

 Who can name a bird we have seen at school?   

 What does this bird look like? 

Repeat these questions for several common birds, while recording the information. If children have difficulty 

naming birds, use bird flash cards or guide book pages to prompt them and ask children if they can name 

or describe the birds pictured. 

 

Allow children to settle on a certain number of different birds to collect data about (anywhere from 4 or 5 to 

10 or 12, depending on children’s age, prior knowledge, and experience). Work with children to create their 

own charts as an art activity or tell children you will create data collection charts based on their discussion. 

Prepare and laminate the charts to be ready for your next class period.   

Tell children that the charts will be used to collect data, or information, about the birds near school. Explain 

that by collecting this data, they will be acting as Citizen Scientists. Explain that Citizen Scientists are 

people who have no special training but can still help scientists do important research by sharing what they 

see. Remind children that Ava, the character in Bird Count, was a Citizen Scientist.  

Procedure 

1. Introduce Activity (above). 

2. Place charts and crayons or erasable markers outdoors during free play in the yard or indoors 

near the window feeder (if available). Explain to children that they will begin tallying the birds 

they see, by making a single mark in the square for each one. Have a teacher at this station—

which may end up being a mobile one—to assist children with observations and mark making.  

3. If you wish to have children continue their observations on a nature walk, distribute charts and 

crayons to individual children or small groups before the walk. The data collection part of this 

activity is open ended and can be conducted over as long or short a period as you wish. You 

may choose to do it only during free play over the course of a few days, only on a single nature 

walk, or some combination of both. Collect the charts after each observation period.  

4. When all data have been collected, tell children it’s time to total, or add up, their counts.   

5. Write the name of each bird on which you are collecting data on a piece of chart paper. Ask: 

 Which bird do you think will have the highest total number of sightings? 

 Which bird do you think will have the least number of sightings? 

Record their predictions. 
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6. Using a piece of chart paper, count the marks from all collection charts for each bird with the 

children. Refer children to the tally feature in Bird Count, and show them how to tally and count 

in bundles of five. Circle the totals for each species tallied and say them aloud. 

7. Optional: Bar Chart:  Talk to children about your process as you create a simple bar chart 

with each species of birds on the X axis, and the number of sightings on the Y axis. Map the 

data from your final tally onto the bar chart.  

8. Ask the following questions: 

 Which bird did we see the most? 

 Which bird did we see the least? 

 What does this tell us about the Sparrow [or whatever bird was seen most frequently]? 

 What does this tell us about the Hawk [or whatever bird was seen least frequently]? 

 What other questions or comments do you have about our data? 

Have children compare their results with their earlier predictions.  

Conclusion 

Suggest that, as Citizen Scientists, children might want to share this data with other scientists. Contact a 

local park or conservation office, and ask if they could use class data, or search online for opportunities to 

share data more widely. For example, every February, the National Audubon Society conducts the Great 

Backyard Bird Count (see https://www.audubon.org/conservation/about-great-backyard-bird-count)  

 

Accommodations 

If creating the bird tally charts together seems too challenging, create the charts for children in advance and 

present the completed charts during the Introduction. Feel free to skip Step 7 and move right ahead to the 

questions in Step 8. Also, if you live in an area where it might be challenging to observe 4 or 5 different 

species of birds, create a chart of bird behaviors instead of bird species. Behaviors might include perching, 

feeding, nest building, flying, or preening.  

Evaluation 

One measure of success is if the children are able to match at least two of the bird pictures on their charts 

to the birds they see in nature. A second measure is if children can make their tally marks in the correct 

squares for at least two of the birds they see. A third measure is if they can use their data to answer at least 

one question correctly regarding the number of birds they saw of different kinds. This would demonstrate 

that they can interpret their data and understand that it gives them meaningful information.   

 

Family/Community Engagement 

Share your tallies—or bar chart—with families in a newsletter and suggest that they might wish to create 

their own tallies of backyard birds in their homes or communities.  If families are interested in creating home 

tallies, you may wish to introduce the idea that each family is its own “count team,” and hold a Count Party 

(similar to the one in Bird Count) where you combine totals for your whole Circle—the school community!   

 

https://www.audubon.org/conservation/about-great-backyard-bird-count

