by Cindy Steele

A Home for the Birds!
Have you ever seen a bird flying with a twig in its mouth? Sometimes that ’s
what you see and that’s all you think. A bird is building its nest. But if you think
a little deeper…this tiny little bird
is building its home. It’s building
the bed where it’s babies will be
born, where it will hopefully stay
safe and where it will live until it
doesn’t. Sometimes, a bird flies
by carrying a pretty large twig
and it catches your eye. The twig
is more like a stick and much
larger than you think this tiny bird
could carry in its beak. This
starts you thinking and noticing
all the activity going on in your neighborhood as your local bird residents busy
themselves getting their nests ready for their families.
With spring almost over and summer starting, birds have been busy collecting
nesting materials. They’ve been spotted flying overhead with twigs and bits of
fuzzy stuff. Birds are some of the most amazing architects of the natural world
and are fascinating to study.

Have you ever found a bird’s nest
while exploring outside? They are
absolutely extraordinary. What
makes it even more incredible is
that these little creatures do it all
with no hands! Bird nests can be
made of twigs, grass, plants, mud,
spider silk, moss, hair, string,
feathers, and almost any other
materials birds can get their beaks
on. Some birds, like eagles, build
their nests high in the trees to
keep them safe from predators.
Other birds build their nests on the ground or in low shrubs. There are as many
types of bird nests as there are types of birds!

Bald Eagle Building Nest High Up in A Tree

Kildeer Building Nest on the Ground

Bird nests come in a lot of different shapes and sizes. There are many types of
nests that the majority of birds make when having babies. Birds, similar to people,
live all over the world in a variety of environments. Some live near water and
others live in the mountains or forest. People in different parts of the world build
houses out of different materials to meet their needs. Birds also build or use a
variety of nests to meet their needs. There are many different types of nests from a
super simple kildeer scrape on the ground to a huge platform nest of a bald eagle.

What Are Bird Nests Used For?
The nest is incredibly important when it
comes to baby birds because this is
where the parents lay the eggs that
become baby birds. Some birds use a
nest many times during a year (which
means they have babies more than once
during the year), but most use it only
once. Incredibly, most birds build a new
nest every year. However, some birds,
such as the peregrine falcons or bald
eagles, may reuse the same nest every
year.

How Do Birds Build A Nest?
The first step in building a nest is
choosing the location. It may be towards
the bottom or top of a tree, on a cliff face,
in a hole in a tree for woodpeckers, or on
the ground. Wherever it is, after the
location is selected, the bird then builds
its nest.
Think about this, without any plans or
hands, birds build their nests. They
make the nest strong enough to

withstand storms, big enough to hold
their entire family, and waterproof
enough to keep out the rain. Can you
imagine building a new house for your
family without any hands or plans?
They rely on their natural instincts and
past experience to build their nest!

What Are Bird Nests Made Of?
Bird nests are made of natural things found in the area, such as sticks, twigs,
plants, feathers, mud, dried grass, moss, hair, string, flower petals, cotton fuzz, and
even spider web silk!
Different types of birds will build a nest of different materials based on what they
can find in their area. For example, a barn swallow, a common rocky mountain
bird, will build a nest out of mud.
Nesting material is limited to what a bird can carry in its beak. Most nests take
between one to two weeks to build!
What Are Some Common Types of Nests?
Birds build many different types of nests, some fairly simple, and others much more
complex. Here are some of the most common categories:

Scrape Nests – Scrape nests are made by many
shore birds, ostriches, pheasants, kildeer, least
terns, and quails. They are generally nothing
more than a shallow hole dug in the dirt or sand.
Sometimes stones, feathers, or shells may be
added.
A Least Tern Nest at Hagerman NWR

Birds that build scrape nests typically have
highly camouflaged eggs, since they are often
laid out in the open on the ground.

Least Tern Eggs Camouflaged in the Rocks

Cavity Nests – Some birds like owls,
parrots, and bluebird build their nests
in already existing cavities in trees.
Woodpeckers and nut hatches
actually chisel out their own cavities.
They often line the cavity with
feathers, plant fibers, moss, or fur for
added insulation and comfort.

Barred Owl in Tree Cavity
Look How Well It Is Camouflaged

Cavity Nest of a Red Bellied Woodpecker

Drawing of the Inside of a Cavity Nest

Burrow Nests – Many sea birds like puffins and kingfishers dig burrows in the
ground with their feet to nest in.

Burrow Nest in the Ground of a Kingfisher Bird

Platform Nests – Some birds like raptors,
osprey, and egrets build flat nests from
sticks and twigs in trees, on ledges, on
platforms, and on the ground.

A Bird Nest on a Ledge of a Home
Osprey on a Platform Nest

Cup Nests – Cup nests are the most
common of all bird nests. Hummingbirds,
warblers, robins, cardinals, and many other
types of birds build cup shaped nests that
house eggs or baby birds inside a
depression in the center. They are often
made with a combination of plant fibers,
mud, twigs, moss, feathers, and sometimes
spider silk.
A Tiny Hummingbird Nest
Robin’s Eggs Inside a Cup Nest

Some Fun Facts About Hummingbird Nests
❖ Hummingbirds choose safe, sheltered locations for their nests, ensuring that their
hatchlings are protected from sun, wind, rain, or predators. The most common nest
locations are in the forked branch of a tree, along thin plant branches, or sheltered in
dense bushes. Thicket-like areas or thorny bushes are especially preferred for the extra
protection they provide. Hummingbirds are resourceful, however, and may build nests in
unique locations, including such nesting spots as:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Balanced on thin wires or clotheslines, even on strands of holiday lights
Inside porch lamps or on top of lamps or outdoor security camera fixtures
On the top of wind chimes, statues, or other garden decorations
Inside a playing net, such as a basketball net or soccer goal net
At the top of a cactus where the nest is protected by spines
On top of small pipes, ceiling sprinkler fixtures, or other outdoor structures

❖ The tiny nests that hummingbirds construct often resemble knots on bark or clumps of
vegetation. Though small, these constructions are very impressive. Hummingbirds like to
build strong cushiony nests which allow their eggs and offspring to rest comfortably on a
bed of plant fibers. This soft construction also allows for one of the more interesting
features of these nests: they grow to accommodate the growth of hummingbird chicks!

Perhaps “growing” is not the correct word. These nests of woven fibers are built so that
they slowly stretch as needed. This impressive feature allows for nests that snugly fit the
tiny jelly-bean-sized eggs of the hummingbird as well as several (still pretty small) nearly
adult-sized adolescent hummingbirds.
• In order to maintain their shape, softness, camouflage, and stretchy quality,
hummingbird nests are built from a variety of collected materials. Mostly, these
nests are made of plant materials.
• Like most bird’s nests, hummingbirds use small twigs and leaves to construct a
woven cup or basket shape. After a basic shape is constructed, the hummingbirds
begin to show their
architectural genius! They
collect bunches and bunches
of spider webs. Then, the
hummingbirds meticulously
weave the spiders’ silk
strands throughout their base
construction. This holds it all
together. Using this weaving
technique, they also firmly
anchor the nest to the branch
on which it sits. This keeps
Hummingbird Nest Wrapped in Spider Web Silk
their work safe from slipping
and falling. Hummingbirds
can sometimes nest quite high, and a fall would likely mean disaster. Once the nest
is securely built and anchored, hummingbirds cover the outside with lichen and
moss for camouflage. This is also kept in place with spiders’ silk. The inside of the
resulting cup-shaped nest is often lined with soft cottony plant materials from catkinbearing trees such as birch and willow.

Pendant Nests – Birds like weavers,
Orioles, and sunbirds build nests that
hang suspended from tree branches or
cliffs, made from plant fibers, twigs, and
sometimes mud.

Pendant Nest Made by a Baltimore Oriole

Mud Nests - Birds that make mud nests deposit mud pellets onto the nest with a
shaking motion leaving behind well-formed nuggets that bond with the others and
harden into a strong nest wall. A finished
nest contains over 1,000 mud pellets.
They build the nest using grass, mud
pellets, and feathers usually against a wall
or other vertical surface. Many types of
swallows build mud nests.

Barn Swallows in a Mud Nest

Cliff Swallow in a Mud Nest

Barn Swallow Babies

What Are the Four Types of Materials Birds Use To Make Nests?
1. Frames – A frame makes the nest strong.
Some framing materials are sticks, twigs,
pine needles, reeds, stones, mud, etc.

2. Binders – Binders hold the nest together.
Some binders are mud, string, yarn, grass,
hair, feathers, spider webbing, fur, etc.

.

3. Insulators – Insulators keep the nest
warm. Some insulators are leaves,
feathers, grass, wool, mud, moss, lichen,
etc.

4. Fluff – Fluff makes the nest soft for the
eggs and baby birds. Some fluff materials
are feathers, cotton, cattails leaves, wool,
fur, dandelions, moss, etc.

Puddles, the Blue Goose, is ready to help us make a craft that is kind-of a scientific
challenge! Hands-on activities are some of the best ways for kids to learn about
something. Hands-on activities allow children to use their senses while learning.
The see, touch, and move real objects to complete tasks. This means that science,
nature, and more are amazingly brought to life! Children begin to understand the
meaning behind what they are doing.
Now, let’s gather up a few nest-making supplies and see if we can accomplish this
fun challenge…can you build a nest using natural materials just like real birds do?
NO GLUE OR TAPE ALLOWED!!! This is an example of a STEAM activity.
STEAM projects (science, technology, engineering, art, and math) are a great way
for kids to extend their skills across a wide curriculum area. This hands-on make a
birds nest STEAM project will give kids lots of opportunities to develop their
creative and analytical thinking while engaging with nature and learning about the
natural wildlife around them. There’s no right or wrong way to build the nest. Let
the child use their imagination and creativity skills for this! This “Make A Bird’s
Nest” project is a fun way to test out our creative building ideas and problem
solving!!

Let’s Engineer
A Bird Nest!

Materials

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Bowl to make nest in
Dried grass stems
Sticks/Twigs
Feathers
Moss

6. Fake Fur for hair
7. Yarn/String
8. Cotton
9. Fake spider webbing
10. Clay to use for mud
11. Newspaper Strips

Procedure

1. Gather all materials. *Use whatever you can find outside and around your
home. This example is just a suggestion, be creative with the local natural
materials!

2. First, make the frame for the nest using strong twigs and mud. Use the bowl
to form the nest until the nest will hold it’s shape on its own. Place the twigs
in the circle intertwining them when able. Use the clay to “glue” the twigs
together. *I used Crayola Air-Dry Clay for the mud. It will dry hard, similar to
the consistency of mud.

3. Next, use the yarn and string to wind around the twigs and mud to hold it
together. Wind it around the edges, across the bottom, and across the top.
Push the ends of the string and yarn into the clay to attach.

4. Insulate the nest to keep it warm. Use cotton, fake spider webbing, fur,
newspaper strips, dried grass, and some feathers to insulate the nest. I
pressed these into the clay and wound the spider webbing around the nest. *I
used some fake Halloween spider webbing that I had left over from the fall.

5. Finally, it’s time to add the fluff, so those precious eggs and then baby birds
are comfortable! Add cotton, more feathers, and moss to make it soft and
comfy!

6. Once your bird nest is finished, let the clay dry and it will be amazingly sturdy
and strong.

Top of the Bird Nest

Bottom of the Bird Nest

If you would like to take this one step further and learn more about bird nests while
reading a charming children’s book, here are some terrific fiction books with
beautiful artwork:

Mama Build a Little Nest
A Nest is Noisy

by Dianna Hutts Aston

The Nest That Wren Built
Whose Nest?

by Jennifer Ward

by Randi Sonenshine

by Victoria Cochrane

Bird Builds a Nest

by Martin Jenkins

Puddles is excited for summer at Hagerman National Wildlife Refuge. Check out
next month’s newsletter for another fun craft!

