
What Makes a Bird, a Bird? 
 

1. Feathers 
a. Down feathers - provide insulation 
b. Contour feathers - cover head and body, provide coloration 
c. Flight feathers - on wings and tail, provide lift 
o   Feathers are covered in oil to keep them water proof  
o   Preening is a behavior that replaces the oil on feathers, and repairs broken 

links on the veins 
 
2. Hard-Shelled Eggs 

a. All birds lay hard-shelled eggs which protect developing bird embryos.  Eggs 
provide food and protection for the growing embryo. 

b. By laying eggs, female birds do not bare extra weight which would hinder 
flight. 

c. Eggs are mostly made of calcium carbonate.  They come in many different 
sizes, shapes and colors depending on the bird and where they lay them. 

d. Eggs require parental care, and the parents will sit on the eggs to incubate 
them, which is called brooding. 

 
3. Hollow Bones 
 
4. Wings 

a. All birds have wings (even flightless birds).   
b. Wings are adapted to what the bird does.   
 

5. Warm Blooded  
a. Reptiles, amphibians, fish and insects are cold-blooded. Only mammals and 

birds are warm blooded (endothermic). 
b. Being warm blooded keeps the birds at homeostasis – a constant 

temperature all the time. 
 

6. A Beak or Bill (instead of teeth) 
a. The shape of a bird’s beak varies depending on the type of food it eats, where 

it looks for food, and how it captures food. 
b. Birds use their bills for courtship displays, preening, nest building, egg 

turning, hatching out of eggs, defending and attacking. 
 

7. 2 legs and 2 feet 
a. When not flying, birds hop, walk, swim and climb. 
b. The shape of the feet and legs are dependent upon use and function. 

 
Birds are classified by their beaks and their feet. There are many bird orders, but here 
are some of the more common orders: 

 Order Passeriformes - songbirds (bluebirds, robins, sparrow) 

 Order Falconiformes - birds of prey (hawk, falcon, eagle) 

 Order Anseriformes - swimming birds (duck, goose, swan) 

 Order Galliformes - fowl (pheasant, turkey) 

 Order Ciconiformes - wading birds (heron, flamingo) 

 

 



Migratory Bird Act - The original 1918 statute implemented the 1916 Convention between 
the U.S. and Great Britain (for Canada) for the protection of migratory birds. Later 
amendments implemented treaties between the U.S. and Mexico, the U.S. and Japan, and 
the U.S. and the Soviet Union (now Russia).  

- Establishment of a Federal prohibition, unless permitted by regulations, to "pursue, 
hunt, take, capture, kill, attempt to take, capture or kill, possess, offer for sale, sell, 
offer to purchase, purchase, deliver for shipment, ship, cause to be shipped, deliver 
for transportation, transport, cause to be transported, carry, or cause to be carried by 
any means whatever, receive for shipment, transportation or carriage, or export, at 
any time, or in any manner, any migratory bird, included in the terms of this 
Convention . . . for the protection of migratory birds . . . or any part, nest, or egg of 
any such bird." (16 U.S.C. 703)  

Wild Bird Conservation Act – Creates conservation guidelines on which exotic birds can 
be imported and explains the proper trade procedures. 

Bald and Golden Eagle Protection Act – illegal to kill or take any part of a Bald or Golden 
Eagle (including feathers) 

Neo-tropical Migratory Bird Conservation Act - The act provides grants to countries in 
Latin America and the Carribean, and the United States for the conservation of neotropical 
migratory birds that winter south of the border and summer in North America. The law 
encourages habitat protection, education, researching, monitoring, and capacity building to 
provide for the long-term protection of neotropical migratory birds.  

 


