
Birdfreak Guide to Taking Kids Birding 

Kids are wonderful. They not only have the great capacity to learn, but they want to learn. Everything 

around them is new and exciting. Take a kid birding and you not only provide the opportunity to teach a 

child new things, but you afford yourself the opportunity to share in the same excitement of learning 

when nearly everything was brand new and interesting. 

This guide will provide a starting point to ensure you have a good time birding with a child (or children). 

Bȅ ƴƻ ƳŜŀƴǎ ƛǎ ǘƘƛǎ ƎǳƛŘŜ ŀƭƭ ƛƴŎƭǳǎƛǾŜΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ǿƛƭƭ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴƭȅ ƘŜƭǇ ŜƴƘŀƴŎŜ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŀǇǇǊŜŎƛŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƴŀǘǳǊŜΣ 

turn them into a birder, and provide future generations with the conservationists we so desperately 

need. 

Note: This guide is intended for kids aged 6 to 16. 

 

Education Level  
Lǘ ƛǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǿƘŜƴ ōƛǊŘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ƪƛŘǎ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΦ ¸ƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ōƻƳōŀǊŘ ǘƘŜ 

child with terminology above their heads, but equally as important you should never talk down to them. 

We repeat: never talk down a child you are teaching about birds and nature. 

Kids are sponges and love to learn. Sometimes just pointing out something interesting, odd-looking, or 

unique is all it takes to spark further investigation. 

"ÉÎÏÃÕÌÁÒÓ ɉȰ"ÉÎÓȱɊ 
Bins are the most important item in birding and also one of the most difficult for kids to use. Big and 

bulky bins are difficult to use. Equally difficult are cheap, low quality bins. If the child is your own and 



you have the means, either purchase mid-range bins ($200-$500) that they can use for several years or 

let them borrow yours. Just like with veteran birders, better quality binoculars will make a huge 

difference. 

A common misconception is that kids need to have compact, colorful bins. For really young ones (7 and 

under) or children that are a bit clumsy, they are a good idea. But once a kid is 8 or older, they can 

ƘŀƴŘƭŜ ŀ άǊŜŀƭέ ǇŀƛǊ ƻŦ ōƛƴƻŎǳƭŀǊǎΦ wŜƳŜƳōŜǊΣ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƪƛŘǎ Ŏŀƴ ƳŀƴƛǇǳƭŀǘŜ ƛtƻŘǎΣ ǾƛŘŜƻ ƎŀƳŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƴŜŀǊƭȅ 

any other gadget placed in front of them ς bins are no different. 

Make sure before heading into the field the bins are adjusted properly including the strap. Make sure 

ǘƘŜ ōƛƴǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀƴƎ ǘƻƻ ƭƻǿ ŀƴŘ ŀǊŜ ŎƻƳŦƻǊǘŀōƭŜ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŎƪ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǿƛƭƭ ƘŜƭǇ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŜ 

ǘǊƛǇ ƛǎƴΩǘ Ŏǳǘ ǎƘƻǊǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŎƻƳŦƻǊǘΦ 

aŀƪŜ ǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƪƛŘ ƪƴƻǿǎ ǘƘŜ ōƛƴǎ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ŀ ǘƻȅ ōǳǘ ŀ ǘƻƻƭΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ȅŜǘ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ ǇƭŀǎǘƛŎΣ 

colorful bins.  

Field Guides 
The second most important item for birding is a good field guide. There is a multitude of guides to 

ŎƘƻƻǎŜ ŦǊƻƳ ōǳǘ ŀƎŀƛƴ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƴƻǘ άŘǳƳō Řƻǿƴέ ǘƻ ŀ ƪƛŘΦ DŜǘ ŀ άǊŜŀƭέ ƎǳƛŘŜ ƻǊ ƭŜǘ ǘƘŜƳ ǳǎŜ 

ȅƻǳǊ ǘǊǳǎǘŜŘ ƻƴŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǇŀƎŜǎ ƳŀǊƪŜŘΦ YƛŘǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǇǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ ŀ άƎǊƻǿƴ-ǳǇέ ƎǳƛŘŜ ƻǾŜǊ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ 

specifically stating it is for kids. 

We recommend the Kaufman Field Guide to North American Birds because of its completeness and 

ease of use. The Sibley Guide to Birds is also good because it uses drawings which might appeal to kids 

more, but currently you need an Eastern or Western one specifically since the full guide is too large for 

the field. 

Before heading out into the field, let the child page through the book and show them how it is arranged. 

You can also bookmark the guide for birds you anticipate seeing. 

Start With Feeder Birds  
Backyards and bird feeders are an excellent way to start a kid birding. They provide all the essentials: 

birds (of course!), an area to practice using bins, and the opportunity for long term study. Plus, as many 

great birdeǊǎ ǿƛƭƭ ǘŜƭƭ ȅƻǳΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ǘƘŜ άŎƻƳƳƻƴέ ōƛǊŘǎ Řƻǿƴ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǎŜŜƪƛƴƎ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ 

elusive or rare.  ¸ƻǳƴƎŜǊ ƪƛŘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀǾŜƴΩǘ ƳŀǎǘŜǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ōƛƴǎ ǿƛƭƭ ŜƴƧƻȅ ǿŀǘŎƘƛƴƎ ōƛǊŘǎ Ǿƛǎƛǘ ǘƘŜ 

feeders with the naked eye. 

Once the feeders have been thoroughly scrutinized it is time to go into the woods (or fields, prairies, 

wetlands, etc.). Try to go to a place where you know there will be birds. Even if the birds are common 

(or even the same ones as the feeders) this will give kids more practice using bins and also up the 

excitement of finding new birds. 

Important: One of the best things about being out in nature is the sense of discovery. Kids are 

bombarded with order and structure in school and home and even in video games. There are rules and 



regulations in the games they play and everything is pre-planned. Birding breaks them free of this. Let 

the child explore. This includes beyond birds. If they want to flip over a rock, kick over a fallen tree limb, 

or try and catch a frog let them. Just like when a Brown-ƘŜŀŘŜŘ /ƻǿōƛǊŘ ƛǎ ǇŜǊŎƘŜŘ ƛƴ Ǉƭŀƛƴ ǾƛŜǿΣ ŘƻƴΩǘ 

overlook it and move on. Let the kid enjoy the sense of discovery. 

Keeping the Interest Going  
Kids tend to get hungry and thirsty when they are bored. Make sure to always bring snacks and drinks 

and maybe even a lunch to eat out on the trail. It is fun to eat outside (again, away from structure and 

ƻǊŘŜǊύ ŀƴŘ ŀƭǎƻ ƎƛǾŜǎ ŀ άƎƻŀƭέ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǿŀƭƪ ς reaching a special place in the woods to eat. 

Many of the new(er) gadgets used in birding are perfect for keeping the interest in kids. If you are willing 

to lug around a spotting scope, do so. Many birds love to perch in plain view and a close-up view of a 

Red-tailed Hawk or Great Blue Heron brings an amazing new appreciation and excitement of these birds. 

Audio devicŜǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ƛtƻŘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǇƻǊǘŀōƭŜ ǎǇŜŀƪŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ŀ ƎǊŜŀǘ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ άŎŀƭƭ ƛƴέ ōƛǊŘǎ ŀƴŘ ŀƭǎƻ ǘƻ ǘŜŀŎƘ 

children the bird sounds. If you see an Eastern Towhee, playing their song and call even after the bird 

has flown, will help teach the child what to listen for. 

Multiple Kids  
Birding with more than one kid is fine and has some great advantages. For starters, you are teaching 

more kids at once but also the more eyes help spot movement or hear a strange bird call. But there are 

limits. The most kids any one adult birder should take out at a time depends on their age and ability. We 

recommend four to six kids per adult because it is easier when viewing a found bird and also for walking 

on narrow paths (than having a larger group). 

Some of the potential pitfalls of birding with a group of kids are the added noise of talking and playing 

around.  Be prepared to walk at a slower pace, and accept the fact that having children with you may 

limit what you see.  

Signs to Know When to Quit  
If a kid is showing the signs of boredom, tiredness, etc. it is best to end the outing. Forced enjoyment of 

ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ƛǎ ŀ ǊƛŘƛŎǳƭƻǳǎ ƛŘŜŀ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳΩŘ ōŜ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ƻŦŦ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ŀƎŀƛƴ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǘƛƳŜΦ YƛŘǎ ŀǊŜ ŦƛƴƛŎƪȅ όƧǳǎǘ ƭƛƪŜ 

adults) and sometimes theȅ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƻŘ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǊƴ ƴŜǿ ǎǘǳŦŦ ƻǊ ƘƛƪŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀǘ ƻǊ ŎƻƭŘΦ 

¢ƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƘƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ōƛǊŘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ƪƛŘǎ ƛǎ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ 

learning. ¸ƻǳ ǎƘƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǉǳƛȊ ǘƘŜƳ ƻǊ ŜȄǇŜŎǘ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜȅ ǎŜŜ ƻǊ hear. Ask them 

what their favorite sighting was and share in their excitement. Keeping a list is a good idea. You can use 

how many species you saw as a goal to beat the next time out. 

Parting Notes  
¢ƘŜǊŜ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ƎǊŜŀǘ ŘŜōŀǘŜǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ƻǊ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ƪŜŜǇ άƭƛŦŜ ƭƛǎǘǎέ ƻŦ ōƛǊŘǎ ǎŜŜƴ. We enjoy them 

and thus keep them (although not that up-to-date). For children, life lists can be a cool addition to their 

birding outings. Reaching goals helps retain the interest and relive the memories of new birds found. 



You could even celebrate a chiƭŘΩǎ рлth, 100th, etc. bird in a special way. Of course, building a big list 

ǎƘƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ōƛǊŘƛƴƎΣ ōǳǘ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜ ƭƛƪŜǎ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ŀ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ŀŎŎƻƳǇƭƛǎƘƳŜƴǘΦ 

For the very youngest birders, you might want to skip the list because it is hard to know what they 

actually see or will remember seeing later, but the choice is up to you.  (Although this guide is intended 

ŦƻǊ ƪƛŘǎ ǎƛȄ ŀƴŘ ƻƭŘŜǊΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ǿƘȅ ǾŜǊȅ ȅƻǳƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŎŀƴΩǘ Ǝƻ ƻƴ ȅƻǳǊ ŜȄǇŜŘƛǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ȅƻǳΦ  

Even those young enough to ride on your back in a carrier will enjoy being out in nature). 

We began birding at a very young age and currently are providing the leadership to three young birders 

that will most definitely last a lifetime. This document will be updated as we learn new things that work 

with birding with kids. It only takes a spark to set a fire of lasting enjoyment of nature. We truly feel 

sorry for those kids that miss out and never see a Northern Harrier browsing for rodents or hear the 

haunting sound of a Wood Thrush. Nature is too wonderful not to enjoy.  

We hope you enjoyed this guide and if you are worried about taking your niece, grandson, daughter, or 

ǎƻƴΩǎ ŦǊƛŜƴŘ ƻǳǘ ōƛǊŘƛƴƎ ōŜ ƭƛƪŜ bƛƪŜ ŀƴŘ Ƨǳǎǘ Řƻ ƛǘΗ ¢ƘŜ ǿƻǊǎǘ ǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ Ŏŀƴ ƘŀǇǇŜƴΥ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƭƛƪŜ 

birding much. Or they develop an obsession with beetles! The best thing: as the kid grows up, they will 

understand Ƙƻǿ ōƛǊŘƛƴƎ ƛǎƴΩǘ ƎŜŜƪȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ōƛǊŘǎ ŀǊŜ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ. Conserving their 

habitat is perhaps the best thing you can do environmentally. 

 

Created on January 16th, 2008 by the Birdfreak Team 

Feel free to distribute this document to as many people as possible. 

Please credit http://birdfreak.com  and good birding out there!!  

http://birdfreak.com/

