
The Children’s Book 

of Birds 

 

A GUIDED STUDY 

by Lisa Kelly 

  



2 

 

  



3 

 

 

 

Copyright © 2020 Lisa Kelly 

All rights reserved. 

 

  



4 

 

  



5 

 

Author‘s Note 

The Children’s Book of Birds is divided into two parts: First Book and 

Second Book. This guided study includes a complete lesson 

companion for each chapter in each of the two books as well as 

object lessons, extension lessons, notes for supportive additional 

reading and printable pages. This guide was designed for ages 6-9, 

although slightly older children can be included if expectations are 

shifted upward to better meet their needs. 

The Children’s Book of Birds by Olive T. Miller can be purchased as a 

print book through Lulu or as a digital version through the 

website’s Shop.  

Send an email through the contact section for a free PDF file of 

Bird Cards. There are 55 cards; sized to be 5 x 8.  
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Book List 

 

The Children’s Book of Birds by Olive Thorne Miller 

Beaks! by Sneed B. Collard III 

An Egg is Quiet by Dianna Hutts Aston 

How Do Birds Find Their Way by Roma Gans 

The Boy Who Drew Birds by Jacqueline Davies 

A Nest Full of Eggs by Priscilla Belz Jenkins 

Feathers: Not Just for Flying by Melissa Stewart 

 

Optional 

The Burgess Bird Book by Thornton Burgess 

While the corresponding chapters are included in this guide, this book is considered optional. It would be 

read during the Second Book section. 
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The Nature Notebook 

Filled with sketches and notes based on a child‘s own personal connections with nature experiences, 

the nature notebook fulfills three fundamental principles in developing the science mind: 

observation, documentation and verification. The ultimate goal is for a child to observe nature, 

thereby experiencing it, connect to it and then document the connection. An experience cannot be 

so named unless there is first an observation. Without an experience there can be no connection. 

Documenting the experience deepens the connection and further hones the skills of observation, 

preparing the student for the next experience. Seeking to document only that which is observable 

begins the principle of verification. It is not only important for the student to observe with intent, 

but also to document with intent. As you can see, these are so interrelated. 

The nature notebook is kept by students of all ages, although in what way it is kept ―…will vary 

according to the age of the children…‖ (Furneaux 286). After studying several PNEU articles and 

Charlotte Mason‘s own works, I divided the variations of how to keep a nature notebook into three 

levels, although there is overlapping between the first and second level and the second and third 

level.  

For the purposes of this guide, only the notes referring to Level One and Level Two are included. 

Please choose whichever path works best for each of your students. Older students with whom you 

are including with this guide will use the notes for Level Two. All three levels are included in the 

blog post titled “The Nature Notebook”.                  

Level One 

This level is primarily designed for very young students, such as preparatory and sometimes Year 

One students. According to Mason‘s Home Education (Vol. 1), children should keep a calendar of 

sort, a record of ―firsts‖, although it will continue on as these first observations will become second 

and third observations. Mason describes: 

Calendars.––It is a capital plan for the children to keep a calendar––the first oak-leaf, the 
first tadpole, the first cowslip, the first catkin, the first ripe blackberries, where seen, and 
when. The next year they will know when and where to look out for their favorites, and will, 
every year, be in a condition to add new observations. Think of the zest and interest, the 
object, which such a practice will give to daily walks and little excursions. There is hardly a day 
when some friend may not be expected to hold a first ‗At Home‘ (Mason, Vol. 1). 

This calendar is more fully described in the following article “Calendar of Firsts”. 

You may wish to allow each child to collect some of their specimens, keeping them in a special box 

or basket. Children may wish to have their own sketchbook, one outside of the family calendar, 

using it for natural history observation entries and other entries at their leisure. There are many 

possibilities to how this can be arranged, so please choose what works best for your family. 
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A child may begin to keep a nature notebook as soon as she is reasonably fluent with a pencil, 

crayon or paintbrush. At this time, you will now need to use a true sketchbook or notebook filled 

with paper heavy enough to take watercolor paints, etc. Your child may now sketch what interests 

her about the natural world, particularly during a nature experience. 

―Nature Diaries.––As soon as he is able to keep it himself, a nature-diary is a source of delight to a 

child. Every day‘s walk gives him something to enter: three squirrels in a larch tree, a jay flying across 

such a field, a caterpillar climbing up a nettle, a snail eating a cabbage leaf, a spider dropping 

suddenly to the ground, where he found ground ivy, how it was growing and what plants were 

growing with it, how bindweed or ivy manages to climb‖ (Mason, Vol. 1). 

While many children of this age will still be working on writing fluency, it is ideal to include some 

notes with the nature notebook. The PNEU article ―The Works and Aims of the Parents‘ Union 

School‖ by Miss O‘Ferrall directs parents and teachers by telling us that ―Children who are too small 

to write dictate their notes which are written down for them‖ (O‘Ferrall 777-787). Your child will 

sketch what he wishes and then tell you about it. You can then write any words that he dictates to 

you pertaining to his sketch. 

Expanding on this base, your beginning writers might be able to write down some words on their 

own, so labels and captions can be encouraged too. For example, perhaps your child has seen a 

sparrow and wishes to include this into the notebook. After the sparrow has been drawn or painted, 

write the word ―sparrow‖ on a board or sheet of chart paper. Your child can then copy it neatly 

underneath the drawing. Making note of dates will already be a part of your child‘s work, so you can 

encourage and support the writing of the date in the notebook. Ask your child to tell you about the 

sparrow. What was noticed about it? What colors could be used to portray it? What was it doing? 

Are there any other words to be written on the board? Perhaps your child would like to write 

―Today I saw a brown and grey sparrow in my yard.‖ You can add any words that will be helpful in 

writing this sentence under the word ―sparrow‖ on the board or chart paper, so that it can then be 

copied. 

You might prefer to have your student write brief notes rather than complete sentences. If so, then 

he/she might write ―sparrow‖, the date, ―brown and grey‖, ―small‖ and ―drinking water‖ to any side 

of the sketch. Please choose whichever approach works best for your student. These examples 

merely describe two of a variety of ways to help a new writer keep notes in their notebook. 

There are many different ways to organize and keep the nature notebook. Choose the method that 

works best for you and your family. ―When the children are old enough to keep a diary for 

themselves the teacher will decide on the most suitable form of book, and also on the manner in 

which the entries are to be made‖ (Furneaux, 286-end). Look for the approach that will realistically 

fit the amount of time you would like spent on it. A maintained simple notebook will be more 

beneficial than one that is extravagant but too involved with which to be consistent. 
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Furneaux, in A Nature Study Guide, suggests ―For the younger children a book of about forty pages is 

ample. Let them write the names of the months of the year at the top of each page, using an open 

folio of two pages for each month, and then enter their own observations under those headings. The 

remaining pages of the book may be used for miscellaneous observations and descriptions which are 

not necessarily connected with any particular month or season‖ (Furneaux 286-end). This nature 

notebook is very similar in description to Option 1 of the Calendar of Firsts. The difference in these 

is in the emphasis of ―Firsts‖ in the latter notebook. If you choose this approach for the nature 

notebook, then you may wish to choose a different approach (Option 2 or 3) for the Calendar of 

Firsts to prevent confusion.  

Level Two 

The nature notebook previously described by Furneaux from Level One can be expanded upon as 

children grow older. ―It will be seen that the simple notebook just described is not a diary in the 

strictest sense of the term, though, of course, daily entries might be made if desired, in which case a 

much larger number of pages would be required if the book is to last a few years‖ (286-end). The 

notebook entries can also become more focused and detailed in Level Two. At this level it is also 

assumed that the child will write his own notes. O‘Farrell also describes the nature notebook, ―In 

connection with the Natural History every child in the P.U.S. keeps a Nature Book in which he 

paints from nature flowers, birds, insects, animals—in short, any natural object which takes his 

fancy—and he writes his own descriptions and notes, not those dictated by his teacher (777-787).  

The notebooks now include lists, although this aspect can certainly be included in the Level One 

books. These are lists of birds, flowers, trees and other natural specimens as they are discovered or 

observed by the child. The child would keep a record of when and where these discoveries were 

made, possibly keeping the lists in the back of the nature notebook.  

Some students may need suggestions about what to observe, especially in winter and the teacher 

should feel free to offer ideas as needed. G. L. Davies from ―Knowledge of the Universe‖ writes: 

The keeping of a Nature Note Book is an excellent means of encouraging scientific self-

expression. However, I have found that some children need guidance as to which subjects to 

observe. In the winter months for instance a child may complain: 'But what is there to write 

about? Everything is covered with snow.' Of course there are also the enthusiasts who fill 

several Nature Note Books each term but generally it is as well to discuss with the class at 

the beginning of the month some likely subjects for observation. For example, in a snowy 

January the children may be told to look for birds searching for food, footprints in the snow, 

evergreens and certain constellations (Davies 264-271). 

But, it is also extremely important that the nature notebook is not overly prescribed by a teacher or 

parent. This notebook is meant to be a record of the child‘s connections to the natural world. Your 

requirement may well be a reflection of your connection and not necessarily his. Be careful to 
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provide structure and guidelines when needed, but not to overtake the child‘s own path. Find 

balance between both sides. Furneaux cautions ―The idea, at this stage of the child‘s education, is 

not to enforce frequent entries, but rather to see what the child takes a pleasure in recording. The 

teacher encourages, rather than forces the child, and leaves it as much as possible to its own 

initiative, giving occasional advice, and avoiding such rigidity of method as may tend to make the 

work a toil rather than a pleasure‖(286-end).  

Object Lessons 

The emphasis for the object lesson is in modeling, encouraging and supporting close 

observation. The included lessons come from a variety of sources, correlating the objects studied to 

those specimens most accessible. The lessons are meant as a framework from which to work and the 

teacher/parent should not feel compelled to follow them exactly or completely. Please feel free to 

adapt these as best fits your family.  

At this level, it is not necessary for your child to draw the object and include it into his notebook, 

but it is an option. A slightly older child or one who is both proficient in writing and drawing and 

also highly interested would benefit from adding object drawings to their notebooks. If your child 

does include them, please be sure that they label their work, including a date, the name of the object 

and, when needed, labels for the parts of the object. 

Concluding Notes 

The emphasis for the nature notebook is on the child’s development of observing and 

recording what they see; it is not on art work. Your student‘s notebook will be as it should be if 

it is filled with only a dozen or so well-done brush-work drawings for the entire year, the remaining 

entries consisting of a few extra sketches and a great deal more notes. The notebooks are meant to 

be as each individual child means it to be and are not to be overly-corrected by the teacher.  
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Calendar of Firsts 

The Calendar of Firsts is a record of natural history when it is first seen, such as the ―first cardinal‖, 

―first tadpole‖, or ―first fallen maple leaf‖. Your record will show where and when you saw it, 

making it easier to know where and when you might see it again the following year. Each subsequent 

season, children will have something to look for when going out into the world –something they 

know about and something they can anticipate. Each year they can also add to their knowledge of 

these ―firsts‖, noting any changes or details not previously noticed.  

While a class can keep a Calendar of Firsts, in this circumstance, this record will be a family record. 

Families can keep their calendar in a variety of ways –there is no wrong way to keep it. If you search 

online, you will find a few free Calendar of Firsts download files, a few you can purchase or you can 

create your own.  

This activity ties in beautifully with the calendar focus of the early years, reinforcing the theme of 

time. This activity would take place during The Children‘s Hour, allowing for experiences in nature 

to have already occurred for the day.  

Option 1 

 Use a journal style composition book. The top half of the page is blank and the bottom half 

has ruled lines. 

 First, divide the notebook into time divisions: months or seasons might be best. You might 

wish to write the name of the season or the month of the year in bold print across the top. If 

you divide by months, then set aside pages for each month and if you divide by season, be 

sure to set aside even more pages. It is not necessary to include the year in bold print, since 

the idea is to reflect the changes in life as the seasons/months change. 

 Your child can draw his ―first‖ and dictate to you what he saw and where he saw it. 

Encourage him to be somewhat precise in describing the location, enough that he could go 

back to this place and look for it again.  

 Be sure to place your entry in the time section to which it belongs. For example, if you have 

divided it by months, then be sure to place your entry in the correct month. Include the day 

and year for each individual entry to have access to a more specific time. This makes it easier 

to follow the chronological flow when referring back to it. 

Option 2 

 For very young children, you may wish to share about nature experiences together as a small 

group rather than individually.  
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 The teacher can use a large sheet of chart paper to create a monthly calendar grid. The table 

would consist of approximately 28-31 boxes, depending on the month. Write the name of 

the month in large letters across the top. If you can find a large desk calendar that can be 

adapted, then feel free to substitute this. Each month you would need to start a new 

calendar. You can use large rings attached at the top of the page to hold all of the months 

together and display the chart on an easel or portable bulletin board. 

 As a small group, the calendar can be completed by writing in any nature observations seen 

for the first time. Perhaps the children each want to contribute something they saw from 

their nature experience. If squares are large enough, more than one ―first‖ can be recorded 

on any one day. 

Option 3 

 Create a grid pattern on a large sheet of chart paper with the months of the year going down 

the left side and -going across the top- the following categories: leaves, flowers, trees, birds, 

insects, mammals and reptiles/amphibians.  

 Each month record a ―first‖ for each category. For example, in the month of October –

going across- record the ―first fallen oak leaf‖, ―first goldenrod sighting‖, etc. Of course, it is 

not necessary for every box to be completed. Complete the chart as it best fits you area. 

Suggestions of What to Include 

 First leaf of a particular tree or bush 

 First fallen leaf of a particular tree or bush 

 First fruit of a particular tree or bush 

 First bud of a particular tree or bush 

 First bloom of a particular flower 

 First new leaf of a particular plant 

 First sighting of a particular bird 

 First sighting of migration of a particular group of birds 

 First sighting of a particular bird that does not migrate (resident bird) 

 First time hearing the song of a particular bird 

 First nest sighting of a particular bird 

 First sighting of a particular insect 

 First sighting of a particular mammal 

 First sighting of a particular reptile or amphibian 

 First time hearing the sound of a particular insect 

 First time seeing the young of a particular mammal  
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First Book  
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First Book: I –What You Want to Know 
 

Before the Reading 

 Connection: What do you know of birds? 

 Word to Know –ornithologist 

 Read I –What You Want to Know (pp. 9-10) 

 

After the Reading 

Narration Suggestions 

 Write a list with your teacher of some things that you hope to learn about 
birds this year. 
 

 What are some different ways that you can best learn about birds? 
 

 

First Book: II –When They Come in the Spring 

Before the Reading 

 Connection: Consider the title and cover illustration of the book. What might this book be about? 

 Read II –When They Come in the Spring (pp. 10-12) 

 

After the Reading 

Narration Suggestions 

 Which birds might you first see in the spring? Tell about the birds which 
might come next. 
 

 Tell when birds build nests. How do they live without a nest? 
 

  



18 

 

First Book: III –The Bird’s Home 
 

Before the Reading 

 Connection: Tell about the most recent bird that you‘ve seen. 

 Read III –The Bird‘s Home (pp. 13-16) 

 

After the Reading 

Narration Suggestions 

 Tell about a bird‘s home. 
 

 Describe some of the different ways a bird might build a nest. 
 

 Draw or paint a picture of different types of nests. Illustrate each nest with 

eggs which might belong to that nest. 
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Natural History Investigations 

Object Lesson -Nest 

Note: While the entire lesson is included from Nature Study: A Pupil’s 

Textbook, the drawing and composition assignment will not be needed for 

younger children. The drawing assignment might be included if it is 

adapted, focusing less on adding specific details and more on drawing what 

is freely observed.  

From Nature Study: A Pupil’s Textbook by Frank Overton, pp. 60-63 

XII. BIRD‘S NEST  

Material -The nest of a Baltimore oriole (hangbird) placed where the pupils can easily examine it. If an 

oriole‘s nest cannot be founds use a vireo‘s nest, or the nest of some other bird.  

Observation -What is the shape of the nest that you are studying? What is its size? 

What is its color? To what part of a branch is it fastened? How is it fastened? Of what 

stuff is the nest made? What different kinds of things were used in making it? How 

are the pieces of stuff held together?  

 

Drawing -Draw a picture of the nest. First, draw the limb and the outline of the nest. 

Then draw short crooked lines all over the nest to show the kind of stuff of which it 

is made. Make the lines lighter toward the middle of the nest to show its rounded 

shape.  

Composition -Suppose yourself to be a baby bird. Write a paragraph describing your 

nest, another paragraph describing the stuff of which it is made, and a third paragraph 

telling why you should think your cradle to be the best one in the world.  

SUPPLEMENTARY WORK 

Orioles -Among the common birds around our homes none are more beautiful, or 

sing sweeter songs, or help man more than Baltimore orioles. While the trees are in 

blossom they dress themselves in the brightest gold and fill the air with music as they 

hunt among the opening buds for caterpillars and other enemies of the trees. During 

the labor of weaving their nests and rearing their young they neglect their dress and 

song, and by the end of July their feathers are a rusty brown and their voices are 
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silent. But all through the summer they pay the farmer good rent for the use of his 

trees, for they are fond of hairy caterpillars, and eat great numbers of the kind that 

spin webs and strip the leaves from orchard trees. Have you seen a web nest torn to 

pieces and filled with dead caterpillars? An oriole had probably been there for 

breakfast. When food is plentiful it will often suck the juices from caterpillars and 

leave their skins. Cuckoos also are fond of these web worms.  

Oriole’s Nest -How many orioles‘ nests can you see on your way to school? In what 

part of a tree is an oriole‘s nest usually found? How is it protected from thieves of all 

kinds? Can you see an oriole‘s nest easily in summer? Is it of any advantage to the bird 

that this is so? Can you see the nest easily in winter? Where do orioles go in winter? 

When they return in spring, do they use their old nests? Watch an old nest and see if it 

is used. 

Vireo’s Nest -A number of different kinds of yellow or olive-green birds are 

commonly called yellow birds. Many of them build soft, downy nests in the forks of 

the smallest limbs on shade trees and swamp bushes. One kind, the vireo, builds a 

hanging nest that is shaped like a teacup. It often covers the outside of the nest with 

spiders‘ webs. What is the difference between a vireo‘s nest and an oriole‘s nest?  

Nest of a Chipping Sparrow -Chipping sparrows often build their nests in apple 

trees and in arbors by our doors. They make the nests out of grass roots, and line 

them with horse hair. Are the nests woven as firmly as an oriole‘s nest? Are they built 

in as safe places?  

A Robin’s Nest -A robin builds its nest out of large spears of grass and lines it first 

with mud and then with soft grass. How does the robin make the inside of the nest 

smooth before the soft grass is added? You can find out by watching a robin build a 

nest in spring. In what part of a tree does a robin build its nest? Look at several 

robins‘ nests and see if they are built equally well.  

Have you ever heard the robins sing at daybreak? They are among the first of the 

birds to waken, and they sing in a loud chorus as if to call the rest. 

Nest of the English Sparrow -Where have you seen English sparrows building their 

nests? Of what were they making them? How large are their nests? Have you seen one 

made out of an old robin‘s nest? At what time of the year do English sparrows build 

their nests? Have you seen them building in winter? Do they lay eggs in winter?  
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A Bird Census -In winter is the best time to begin the study of birds‘ nests. Then the 

leaves are off the trees, and the nests can easily be found. Then, too, the birds are 

through with them, and no harm is done if we take them. What kind of nests can you 

see along your street? By counting the nests you can get some idea how many birds 

lived near you during the last summer. On your way to school count the birds‘ nests 

that you find. What kind of nest do you see the most often? How many kinds do you 

find? How many birds do you suppose were raised in them? Besides the nests that you 

see, there are probably other nests hidden in hollow trees and in barns and 

outbuildings. 

 

From Nature Study and Science by Gilbert H. Trafton, pp. 80-83 

BIRD NESTS  

Bird nests may be easily seen after the leaves fall and they may be collected then 

without harming the birds, who have finished using the nests for the year and seldom 

use the same nest a second time.  

Bird nests are often called bird homes, but a better name would be bird nurseries 

because they are used only to raise the young birds and are then abandoned.  

How do the nests of birds differ from one another?  

Each kind of bird builds a different kind of nest, and it is possible for one who knows 

birds to tell which bird made a certain nest just from seeing it. Although many 

different materials are used in nest building, you will find that the most common 

material is dried grass. The robin uses mud, the house wren sticks, and the crested 

flycatcher a cast-off snake skin. Usually the inside of the nest is made of finer material 

than the outside. Sometimes horsehair is used for a lining. The chipping sparrow 

often makes its nest almost entirely of horsehair.  

Nests are found on the ground, in trees, in shrubs, in banks, and upon buildings. The 

bank swallow makes its nest in a tunnel in a bank; the chimney swallow builds in 

chimneys; the Baltimore oriole suspends its nest from a branch of a tree; and other 

birds, such as wrens, bluebirds, and martins, nest in houses provided by man.  
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Among the nests that may be mentioned on account of the care with which they are 

made are those of the humming bird and the Baltimore oriole. Among the crudest 

nests are those of the cuckoo and the mourning dove, which consist of irregular 

masses of small sticks loosely put together, with only small depressions for the eggs.  

Projects -Optional 

Note: All of these projects are optional. Please just make use of what works best for you and your family. 

Project 50 (G) -Making a collection of nests for the school (or homeschool) 

museum.  

1. Collect as many different kinds of nests as possible.  

2. In order to keep and handle the nests you will need to mount them in some way. 

One simple way is to place each nest in a cardboard box of about the right size. 

3. If you wish, you can mount them in the way that is used in regular museums. From 

an ordinary board cut pieces about three by four inches. By means of a gimlet bore a 

small hole in the center. Procure four or five pieces of medium sized iron wire, each 

about nine or ten inches long. Put them together in a bundle and twist them for about 

four inches of their length. Press the twisted ends firmly into the hole in the wood. 

Spread the other ends of the wires until they are horizontal. On these place the nest 

and then bend up the wires around and inside the nest so as to hold it securely. This 

project will need adult supervision and help.  

4. Label the nests with the name of the donor and that of the bird, if you can find out 

what bird made it.  

Project 51 (G) -Observing the kinds of materials of which birds’ nests are 

made.  

1. Make a list of the materials you find in each nest. What difference do you find 

between the materials used for the inside and the outside?  

2. After finishing the study of all the nests, determine which is the most common 

material used. Which is the least common? Do you find any materials that you might 

put out in the spring to help the birds make their nests?  
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3. Which is the largest nest? Which is the smallest? Which is the best made nest? 

Which is the most poorly made?  

Project 52 (G) -Making a nest census of your city (or town or neighborhood) 

1. In the late autumn after the leaves have fallen you can make a nest census of a part 

of your city (or town or neighborhood). First a map should be made of the streets of 

some part of the city that is well supplied with trees. These streets should be divided 

among the children to visit and report on.  

2. Look carefully at all the trees and make a record of all the nests you find. When you 

return to the schoolroom, put down a dot on your part of the map for each nest you 

found.  

3. If possible, find out how many people living along these streets had bluebirds, 

wrens, or other birds nesting in bird houses.  

4. After all have reported, copy the map in your notebook. 

Additional Reading Suggestion 

Mama Built a Little Nest by Jennifer Ward 

 


