
Birds, Dinosaurs?
Sometimes also called avian dinosaurs (from the latin avis, which includes everything related 
to birds), birds are the only living descendants of theropod dinosaurs. Today, there are nearly 
11,000 different species of birds in the world.

Despite their differences, all birds share common characteristics, they’re bipedal (they walk 
on two legs), they have wings, scales, feathers, a toothless beak, a short bony tail and they 
are all oviviparous (they lay eggs).



Completely adapted for flight

Their bones are very 
light, we call them 
pneumatic, because 
they are filled with 
small air pockets.

The skeleton of a 
frigate, a bird that has a wingspan 
of more than 2m, doesn’t weigh more 
than 0.25 pound. That’s less that the 
weight of all of its feathers combined!

The adaptations of birds are all geared towards active flight, as opposed to passive flight 
(where the animal is able to glide0. An animal capable of active flight is capable of flapping 
its wings and flying, even when the conditions are not conducive to passive flight. In general, 
the adaptations of birds aim to reduce their weight as much as possible.

Do you know an animal other than 
birds that is capable of active flight?

1. A large space for the 
brain and eyes, two 
organs essential for 
flight.

2. All of the vertebra, 
except those in the 
neck, are fused to 
support the legs and 
aid with flight. 

3. The large sternum 
with keel provides 
attachment for the 
powerful flight muscles.

A: Bats are the only other vertebrate capable of active flight.



Same, but different
Just like the fish*, the morphology of a bird can also tell you a lot about its lifestyle. The 
beak indicates what it eats, the shape of its legs where it feeds and the shape of its wings 
how it moves.

*If you haven’t seen our activity about fish, you can give it a try at this L INK .

Beaks

Generalist
Medium straight 
beak. It eats 
everything.

Insectivorous Granivorous Filter feeders Nectarivorous

Chiseling Piscivorous Piscivorous RaptorsScavengers

Medium thin beak 
for eating insects 
in flight.

Short beak, cone 
shaped and robust 
for splitting grains.

Flat beak with 
slats for filtering 
water.

Straw shaped beak 
for drinking nectar 
from flowers.

Strong, straight 
beak for chiseling 
wood and eating 
insects.

Long pointy beak 
for eating fish.

Long, slim beak 
that is hooked at 
the end, for eating 
fish.

Short, strong beak that is hooked at 
the end for shredding meat. Scavengers, 
unlike raptors only feed on carcasses.
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Feet & toes Wings

Elliptical High-lift

High speed Long soaring

Elongated and wide. 
Slow but maneuverable. 
Ideal in forests.

More elongated and 
have wing slots. Ideal 
for slow gliding flight.

Long, tapered and no 
wing slots. Ideal for 
migrating and eating 
while flying.

Very long, tapered and 
no wing slots. Ideal for 
gliding quickly in marine 
environments.

Three fingers on the 
front and one behind, 
ideal for perching.

Anisodactyl
Three fingers on the 
front and one behind, 
ideal for holding prey.

Two fingers on the front 
and two behind. Ideal for 
perching on the side of 
a tree trunk for example!

Zygodactyl Palmate

Anisodactyl

Three or four fingers 
connected by a membrane. 
Ideal for swimming or 
diving for food.

Can you name one bird with each type of leg and wing?



How do they live?
Now that you better understand how the morphology of a bird indicates its lifestyle, try to 
explain a little about the behaviour of each of these three birds. 

Can you determine...
Their 
food

The way they 
walk

How they 
fly

Swallow

Herring Gull

Great Blue Heron



Build a Bird
Now you know enough about the morphology of birds to create your 
own species! You need to choose the right beak, legs and wings to 
suit their lifestyle.

Draw what your bird eats and the type of beak it needs:

What does it eat? What is its beak like?

What environment does your bird live in?

Draw their environment

What type of legs does your bird need?

What type of wings does your bird need?



Build a Bird

What are its three main colours:

Scientific Name of your bird: 

Why did you choose those colours?

Draw your bird in its environment, taking care to draw its beak, legs 
and if possible its wings.


