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Grade Level:  
Middle school 
  
Subject Areas: 
Science, ELA 
 
Duration:  
One class period 
 
Setting:  
Classroom 
 
Vocabulary: 
Adaptation 
Bottomland 
hardwood forest 
Carnivore 
Esophagus  
Nocturnal 
Ornithologist 
Pellet 
Regurgitate 
 

 

 

An Owl With a Bone  

To Pick 
Teacher Instructions 

 

 

 

Overview: 

The focus of this lesson is to examine an owl pellet to understand owl 

adaptations, eating habits and predatory role in nature.   

 

Learning Objectives: 

The students will:  

 Identify adaptations of the barred owl in Louisiana’s wetlands. 

 Dissect an owl pellet to discover more about the owl’s eating 

habits. 

 Examine the bones found in the pellet to compare and contrast 

them to the bones found in the human skeletal system. 

Materials List: 

 Face masks (teacher provides; optional for those students with 

airborne allergies) 

 Glue 

 Index cards 

 Metric scale (teacher provides – optional) 

 Owl pellets (3 provided) 

 Non-latex disposable gloves (teacher provides) 

 Rulers 

 Toothpicks  

 White paper or paper plates (teacher provides) 

 

Grade Level Expectations: 
Science 

6
th

 Grade  

1. Select and use appropriate equipment, technology, tools and metric system units of measurement to 

make observations (SI-M-A3).  

2. Record observations using methods that complement investigations (e.g., journals, tables, charts) 

(SI-M-A3).  

3. Use evidence and observations to explain and communicate the results of investigations (SI-M-

A7).  

4. Use relevant safety procedures and equipment to conduct scientific investigations (SI-M-A8).  

5. Measure and record the volume and mass of substances in metric system units (PS-M-A1). 
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7
th

 Grade 

1. Select and use appropriate equipment, technology, tools and metric system units of measurement to 

make observations (SI-M-A3).  

2. Record observations using methods that complement investigations (e.g., journals, tables, charts) 

(SI-M-A3).  

3. Use evidence and observations to explain and communicate the results of investigations (SI-M-

A7). 

4. Use relevant safety procedures and equipment to conduct scientific investigations (SI-M-A8).  

5. Measure and record the volume and mass of substances in metric system units (PS-M-A1).  

6. Differentiate between structural and behavioral adaptations in a variety of organisms (LS-M-D1).  

7. Illustrate how variations in individual organisms within a population determine the success of the 

population (LS-M-D2).  

8. Explain how environmental factors impact survival of a population (LS-M-D2).  

9. Construct or draw food webs for various ecosystems (SE-M-A5).  

 

8
th

 Grade 

1. Select and use appropriate equipment, technology, tools and metric system units of measurement to 

make observations (SI-M-A3). 

2. Record observations using methods that complement investigations (e.g., journals, tables, charts) 

(SI-M-A3).  

3. Use evidence and observations to explain and communicate the results of investigations (SI-M-

A7).   

4. Use relevant safety procedures and equipment to conduct scientific investigations (SI-M-A8).  

 

Common Core State Standards: 

ELA 

6
th

-8
th

 Grades 

Literacy.RST.6-8.3. Follow precisely a multistep procedure when carrying out experiments, taking 

measurements or performing technical tasks. 

 

Literacy.RST.6-8.7. Integrate quantitative or technical information expressed in words in a text with a 

version of that information expressed visually (e.g., in a flowchart, diagram, model, graph or table). 

 

Literacy.RST.6-8.9. Compare and contrast the information gained from experiments, simulations, 

video or multimedia sources with that gained from reading a text on the same topic. 

 

Vocabulary Definitions:  

Adaptation – any physical or behavioral changes in an organism that allow it to survive in a particular 

habitat, defend itself from prey or more easily reproduce. 

 

Bottomland hardwood forest – a “river swamp”; a deciduous (non-evergreen) forest that lies 

alongside rivers and streams; dominant species include cypress, gum trees, oaks and swamp red 

maple. 

 

Carnivore –  an animal that eats other animals (meat eater). 
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Esophagus – the thick, straight, muscular tube down which food passes from the mouth to the 

stomach.  

 

Nocturnal – an animal that is active at night.  

 

Ornithologist – a scientist who studies birds.  

 

Pellet – compacted, undigested parts of prey (bone, teeth, hair, feathers, etc.) that is regurgitated 

through the mouth before the next meal is consumed.   

 

Regurgitate – expulsion of undigested material through the mouth, pharynx or esophagus.  

 

Background Information:  
 Barred owls are common birds inhabiting bottomland hardwood forests and other 

woodlands of Louisiana. Their range extends into similar habitats of the eastern and northwestern 

United States, Central America and Canada. Like other birds, owls have distinctive calls. The barred 

owl’s most commonly known call is best represented in words as "Who-cooks-for-you? Who-cooks-

for-you-all?” Many other sounds are used by the barred owl, including screams, cackling and 

clicking. In addition to their call, barred owls can be identified by their large size (up to 20 inches 

tall), brown and white mottled coloration, brown eyes and hooked bills and talons. 

Barred owls prefer to nest in the cavities of tall trees, often inhabiting a tree cavity created by 

woodpeckers, hawks, crows or squirrels. Some may take up residence in large nesting boxes built by 

humans (see building instructions for one in the extension section of this lesson plan) who attract 

owls in an effort to keep rodent populations down on their farms. Barred owls are nocturnal, usually 

remaining in their shaded cavities during the day and emerging to hunt at night. Though they are 

solitary animals, barred owls form monogamous breeding pairs for life. During breeding season, two 

to four eggs may be laid and incubated by the females for about four weeks until they hatch.   

 A number of behavioral and physical adaptations have contributed to the success of the 

barred owl as a wetland predator. Barred owls are carnivores, eating small mammals, rodents, other 

birds, amphibians and reptiles. They even wade in shallow water to catch small fish and crustaceans. 

Barred owls usually hunt at night from the tops of the trees and spot their prey on the ground by using 

their keen eyesight (which is better for focusing on prey from a distance, not up close) and excellent 

hearing. One ear is placed higher on the head and at a different angle than the other to better 

triangulate sounds to judge distance. They swoop down quickly, grab the prey with their sharp talons, 

and use the hooked bill to capture and tear the prey. They have special unconnected “fringe-like” 

feathers that allow them to fly without making noise, which allows them to approach unsuspecting 

prey.   

 Owls swallow their prey whole, but they can only digest parts of their prey. Fur, feathers, 

bones, and teeth cannot be digested and are compacted into a pellet, which passes back up through 

the esophagus and is regurgitated six to 10 hours after their meal. Although pellets are thought of as 

waste, they help to provide food and shelter for other organisms such as moss, beetles and fungi. As a 

result, during the pellet exploration, students may find cocoons or exoskeletons from these organisms 

in the pellets. The owl did not eat these, but instead, the organism used the pellet after it was 

regurgitated. Additionally, ornithologists can study owl pellets to gain insight about the owl’s eating 

habits and adaptations. Scientists can determine the variety of prey species that line in a specific 

owl’s feeding area and the population status of those prey items.   
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What to expect in an owl pellet: 

 Fur - small mammal prey (colors may be present to help determine the species). 

 Feathers - bird prey; small quills, the central stem.   

 Sand/soil - earthworm prey.  

 Bones - mammal prey (skulls, jaws, legs, vertebrae, etc.). 

 Exoskeleton - crustacean or arthropod prey.  

 

Advance Preparation 

1. Make copies of the following Blackline Master sheets: 

a. Barred Owl Basics (one per student) 

b. Pellet Dissection Worksheet (one per student)  

c. Barred Owl Assessment (one per student)  

d. Barred Owl Assessment KEY (one for teacher)  

2. Gather all materials needed for the lesson (see materials section). 

Safety:  

1. Be sure to wear gloves during this dissection process.  

2. Owl pellets contain animal hair. Students with asthma or animal hair allergies should be 

informed and appropriate precautions taken. A student may use a facemask or dissect an owl 

pellet virtually on the computer (see this resource in the extension section of this lesson). 

Avoid fans and open windows, which may cause hair and allergens to circulate. 

Procedure:  

Guiding Questions 

 What can we learn about an owl’s eating habits, prey and predatory role in nature by 

exploring an owl pellet? 

 Which adaptations does a barred owl living in Louisiana’s wetlands need to be successful in 

its habitat? 

 How is the owl’s digestive system similar to a human’s digestive system? How is it different? 

 How are the mammal’s bones found in the owl pellet similar and different to human skeletal 

bones? 

 

1. Review the background information for the barred owl at the beginning of this lesson to 

familiarize yourself with this Louisiana wetland predator. 

2. Tell the students that today they will be learning about the barred owl, a common wetland bird 

in Louisiana. Ask the students what they know about the barred owls or other owls. (Answers 

may include: owls hoot; they eat rodents; they come out at night; etc.) 

3. Pass out Barred Owl Basics.  Give the students five minutes to read and take notes. Optional: 

If computer access and speakers are available, show an image of the barred owl and play the 

barred owl call for the students (see Extension Ideas for URL). 

4. Discuss what the students learned from the reading: 

a. Where do barred owls live? (Bottomland hardwood forests and other woodlands of the 

eastern and northwestern United States, Central America and Canada. They nest in 

cavities of tall trees or nesting boxes built by humans.) 

b. What do barred owls eat?  (They are carnivores, eating small mammals, rodents, other 

birds, amphibians, reptiles and fish.) 
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c. How do they deal with the parts of the prey they don’t need? (Fur, feathers, bones and 

teeth are compacted into a pellet, which is regurgitated six to 10 hours after their 

meal.)  

d. What adaptations make them successful predators? (Nocturnal; ear placement; good 

eyesight and hearing; fringe-like feathers that help them sneak up on prey; talons; and 

a hooked bill to capture prey.) 

5. Define “ornithologist,” and tell the students they are going to be ornithologists today!   

They will be learning about the barred owl by inspecting a regurgitated owl pellet. 

Explain that an owl pellet is not dung/feces. Instead, it is the owl’s way of eating its 

prey whole, digesting only what it needs and neatly getting rid of the other parts 

through regurgitation in a compact pellet “package.” Owl pellets help scientists learn 

more about an owl’s eating habits and prey. 

6. Pass out the “Owl Pellet Dissection Lab Exploration” work sheet and materials for dissection: 

rulers, toothpicks, paper plates, glue and index cards.  

7. Divide students into groups of two or three, depending on the number of students and pellets. 

8. Have students go through the dissection work sheet. Each student should complete one. 

9. Discuss the answers they came up with for questions 4 and 5 of the Pellet Dissection Work 

Sheet.  

10. Collect the Pellet Dissection Work Sheet. 

11. Pass out the Barred Owl Assessment (quiz). Collect and score using the Barred Owl 

Assessment Key. 

Extension Ideas  

 Kidwings: Virtually dissect an owl pellet so everyone can participate! 

http://www.kidwings.com/teacher/owlpellets/index.htm.  

 Cornell Lab of Ornithology: Building instructions for a Barred Owl nesting box. 

http://wordpress.nestwatch.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/06/Barred-Owl.pdf  

 Read more about how the barred owl is competing with the spotted owl in the northern United 

States. This article includes many adaptations that have helped it survive in differing habitats. 

Oregon Public Broadcasting Article: How the Barred Owl Wins the Fight for Forest and Food  

http://earthfix.opb.org/flora-and-fauna/article/how-barred-owls-win-the-fight-for-forest-and-

food/.  

 Project Noah: Keep track of barred owl spottings in North America. Contribute if you see one. 

http://www.projectnoah.org/organisms#?identified=identified&search=barred+owl.  

 Bob’s Owl Calls: Listen to various barred owl sounds.  

http://home.centurytel.net/bobowlcalls/Barred_Owl_calls.htm.  

Blackline Masters: 

 Barred Owl Basics 

 Owl Pellet Dissection Lab Exploration 

 Barred Awl Assessment  

 Barred Owl Assessment Key  

Resources: 

Bio Kids: Barred Owl (online). Accessed September 06, 2013 at 

http://www.biokids.umich.edu/critters/Strix_varia/.  

http://www.kidwings.com/teacher/owlpellets/index.htm
http://wordpress.nestwatch.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/06/Barred-Owl.pdf
http://earthfix.opb.org/flora-and-fauna/article/how-barred-owls-win-the-fight-for-forest-and-food/
http://earthfix.opb.org/flora-and-fauna/article/how-barred-owls-win-the-fight-for-forest-and-food/
http://www.projectnoah.org/organisms#?identified=identified&search=barred+owl
http://home.centurytel.net/bobowlcalls/Barred_Owl_calls.htm
http://www.biokids.umich.edu/critters/Strix_varia/
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Discount Owl Pellets. Bone Chart JPEG. Permission from owner for use of Bone Chart. 

  

Johnson, Erik, Jared D. Wolfe and John E. Hartgerink. Barred Owl Consumes Sharp-shinned Hawk 

(online). Journal of Louisiana Ornithology. Volume 9, 2012. Accessed Sept. 6, 2013 at 

http://www.braudubon.org/pdf/Barred_Owl_eats_Hawk.pdf. 

 

Nature Friend Magazine: Barred Owl Action Picture on lesson plan 

http://www.naturefriendmagazine.com/photos.pl?catid=13.  

 

Owl Pellets for Sale. Owl pellet song (online). Accessed Sept. 6, 2013 at 

www.owlpelletsforsale.com/owl-pellet-song.  

 

Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (online). Owl Pellet lesson plan. Accessed Sept. 6, 2013 at 

http://www.rspb.org.uk/Images/Owlpellets_tcm9-133500.pdf.  

 

Sound Byte. Cornell University Lab of Ornithology. Barred Owl (online). Accessed Sept. 6, 2013 at 

http://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Barred_Owl/lifehistory.  

 

University of Missouri-St. Louis: Barred Owl by John J. Audubon (online). Accessed Sept. 6, 2013 at 

http://gallery.umsl.edu/v/Mercantile/Fine+Art+Collection/Audubon/barredowl.jpg.html.  

 

Wild-Lab. Birds (online). Accessed Sept. 6, 2013 at 

 http://www.wild-lab.com/courses/wetlands/research/animals_birds.htm 

 

http://www.braudubon.org/pdf/Barred_Owl_eats_Hawk.pdf
http://www.naturefriendmagazine.com/photos.pl?catid=13
http://www.owlpelletsforsale.com/owl-pellet-song
http://www.rspb.org.uk/Images/Owlpellets_tcm9-133500.pdf
http://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Barred_Owl/lifehistory
http://gallery.umsl.edu/v/Mercantile/Fine+Art+Collection/Audubon/barredowl.jpg.html
http://www.wild-lab.com/courses/wetlands/research/animals_birds.htm
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An Owl With a Bone to Pick:
student activity sheet

Name ____________________________________ Date_______

Barred Owl Basics 
 Barred owls are common birds inhabiting bottomland hardwood forests and other 
woodlands of Louisiana. Their range extends into similar habitats of the eastern and northwest-
ern United States, Central America and Canada. Like other birds, owls have distinctive calls. The 
barred owl’s most commonly known call is best represented in words as “Who-cooks-for-you? 
Who-cooks-for-you-all?” Many other sounds are used by the barred owl, including screams, cack-
ling and clicking. In addition to their call, barred owls can be identified by their large size (up to 
20 inches tall); brown and white mottled coloration; brown eyes; and hooked bills and talons.

 Barred owls prefer to nest in the cavities of tall trees, often inhabiting a tree cavity cre-
ated by woodpeckers, hawks, crows or squirrels. Some may take up residence in large nesting 
boxes built by humans who attract owls in an effort to keep rodent populations down on their 
farms. Barred owls are nocturnal, usually remaining in their shaded cavities during the day and 
emerging to hunt at night. Though barred owls are solitary animals, they form monogamous 
breeding pairs for life. During breeding season, two to four eggs may be laid and incubated by 
the females for about four weeks until they hatch.  

 A number of behavioral and physical adaptations have contributed to the success of the 
barred owl as a wetland predator. Barred owls are carnivores, eating small mammals, rodents, 
other birds, amphibians and reptiles. They even wade in shallow water to catch small fish and 
crustaceans. Barred owls usually hunt at night from the tops of the trees and spot their prey on 
the ground by using their keen eyesight and excellent hearing. One ear is placed higher on the 
head and at a different angle than the other to help the barred owl judge distance. Owls have 
special unconnected “fringe-like” feathers that allow them to fly without making noise, which 
allows them to approach unsuspecting prey. They swoop down quickly, grab the prey with their 
sharp talons and use the hooked bill to capture and tear prey.  

 Owls swallow their prey 
whole, but they can digest only 
parts of their prey. Fur, feathers, 
bones and teeth cannot be digested 
and are compacted into a pellet, 
which passes back up through the 
esophagus, and is regurgitated six to 
10 hours after their meal. Although 
pellets are thought of as waste, they 
help to provide food and shelter 
for other organisms such as moss, 
beetles and fungi. Additionally, or-
nithologists can study owl pellets to 
gain insight about the owl’s eating 
habits and adaptations. Scientists 
can determine the variety of prey 
species that line in a specific owl’s 
feeding area and the population 
status of those prey items.

http://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/barred_owl/id
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An Owl With a Bone to Pick
student activity sheet

Name ____________________________________ Date_______

Owl Pellet Dissection Lab Exploration

1. Measure your owl pellet first. 
length (in centimeters)  __________ width (in centimeters)  __________  mass (in grams)  __________

2. Carefully examine the outside of your pellet. Draw an illustration of your pellet and describe what it looks 
like and feels like.  

ILLUSTRATION DESCRIPTION

 

3. Use a toothpick or plastic tweezers to carefully break the owl pellet into two pieces and to excavate the 
bones and other materials. Sort the items into groups and keep a tally of what you find. Glue the bone to 
the index card, in a fashion similar to the picture below. 

Bone Number 
Found

Skull
Jaw
Arm bones
Scapula
Ribs
Pelvis
Vertebrae
Leg bones
Other items

 

         www.discountowlpellets.com

  

  

  

 

 

Answer these questions on the back of this sheet: 

4. How many animals did the owl eat? How do you know?

5. What can you infer about this owl’s diet and the habitat it lived in? What would a simplified food chain look 
like?

6. Compare what you already know about human bones and the bones you found in the owl pellet. What did 
you notice? Explain the similarities and differences in a paragraph on the back of this sheet.
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An Owl With a Bone to Pick
student activity sheet

Name ____________________________________ Date_______

Barred Owl Assessment
Directions: Fill in the blanks. 

1. Barred owls are active at night.  Another word for this is ___________________. 

2. Barred owls have great _________________ and _________________ for hunting at night.

3. Barred owls hunt and eat:__________________________________________________________.

4. Barred owls have sharp _________________ and hooked __________________that help them catch and 
kill prey.

5. All owls regurgitate bones, fur and feathers in the form of a _________________.

6. Many species of owls have special flight __________________ that are adapted for silent, stealthy flight.

7. Barred owls are __________________ because they  eat meat. 

8. Other types of birds form pellets. What would you expect to find in the pellet of a heron? Explain. 

9. Ornithologists can use pellets to study what aspects of the barred owl?

Directions: Answer the following questions in complete sentences. You may write on the back of this paper if more space 
is needed. Make sure you answer all parts of the questions. 

10. Which adaptations does a barred owl living in Louisiana’s wetlands need to be successful in its habitat? 
Name at least three adaptations and explain how each adaptation helps the barred owl.  
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An Owl With a Bone to Pick
student activity sheet-KEY

Name ____________________________________ Date_______

Barred Owl Assessment
Directions: Fill in the blanks. 

1. Barred owls are active at night.  Another word for this is nocturnal . 

2. Barred owls have great hearing and eyesight  for hunting at night.

3. Barred owls hunt and eat:  small mammals, rodents, other birds, amphibians, reptiles and fish. 

4. Barred owls have sharp talons  and hooked beaks that help them catch and kill prey.

5. All owls regurgitate bones, fur and feathers in the form of a pellet .

6. Many species of owls have special special flight feathers adapted for silent, stealthy flight.

7. Barred owls are carnivores because they eat meat. 

8. Other types of birds form pellets. What would you expect to find in the pellet of a heron? Explain.        
Fish bones, frog bones, crustacean shells, mollusk shells, etc. 

9. Ornithologists can use pellets to study what aspects of the barred owl?                                                           
They can use pellets to study eating habits and adaptations and to determine prey species and the 
population status of prey.

Directions: Answer the following short-answer questions in complete sentences. You may write on the back of this paper 
if more space is needed. Make sure you answer all parts of the questions. 

10. Which adaptations does a barred owl living in Louisiana’s wetlands need to be successful in its habitat? 
Name at least three adaptations and explain how each adaptation helps the barred owl.                         
Answers may include: nocturnal; ear placement; good eyesight and hearing; fringe-like feathers 
that help them sneak up on prey; talons; and a hooked bill to capture prey.
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