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The Avian Biology Classroom (ABC):

A NEW EDUCATIONAL EFFORT FOR AVICULTURE

By Jason J. Crean, MA, MS

F or many years I have shared my fascination and interest
in birds with my own biology students at both the high
school and university level; and the opportuniries to do so
are endless. One can discuss birds when teaching about the
intricacies of ecosystems and the vital roles birds play, or
how different species reproduce in an effort to pass on their
genes to the next generation. Recently I used birds to bridge
evolutionary topics, particularly how species have adapted to
their environments, to homeostasis, the ability of organisms
to maintain balance in their bodies. When I introduce
topics, I like to start with a phénomenon, something that
is quick to catch the attention of the students. So, with the
help of my own birds and some feathers donated by friends
like Steve Duncan, I provide my students with different
types of feathers. Some feathers were used for flight and
others, like that of the emu, have no flight advantage but
are good for insulation. Without telling students anything
about the feathers or the birds that shed them, they engage
in comparing them to determine their probable function.
I then show them some of the recent findings in dinosaur
feathers; and they quickly realize how similar the feathers of
the emu are to the feathers trapped in fossilized amber. This
leads them to start questioning whether these dinosaurs were
warm-blooded or not and what other evidence had been
discovered that could support that claim. We even discuss
that birds roaming the Earth today are actually considered
“avian dinosaurs”, though all “non-avian dinosaurs” have
gone extinct. Needless to say, the students are mortivated to
find out more.
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It is experiences like these that motivated me to begin
designing an educational program that would teach biological
concepts through aviculture. 1 have been blessed to have
been recognized for my teaching, including by the President
of the United States; and this has afforded me countless
opportunities that I never thought possible. This includes
unique training opportuniries that enhance my teaching and
increase the teaching tools I have at my disposal. In my work
outside the classroom, I have had the opportunity to work
with genericists, paleontologists, veterinarians, evolutionary
biologists, ichthyologists, animal nutritionists, zookeepers
and others. From these collaborations, I get so excited that
I compose classroom activities that use the work of these
real-world scientists so students can see how science works.
One example is my Zoo Genetics curriculum (www.xy-zoo.
com), a free curriculum written in collaboration with Dr.
Jean Dubach, geneticist at the Wildlife Genetics Laboratory
in Chicago. This curriculum has garnered much attention
because of its ability to teach students through the use of
interesting storylines with pertinent research questions. As
I have traveled the country over the years speaking at both
professional conferences and avicultural groups, it is clear
that people want to hear the stories behind the science. So
why not share these with students, club members, or anyone
who could benefit from learning more abour birds?

With all the coundess groups to which I've presented, it is
clear the aviculturists have a love of learning. Yes, it’s true
that some claim to know more than others, but it’s quite
clear that everyone can stand to continue their learning as
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new ideas are put forth. The ABC program aims to do just

thar. With each module, a presentation walks participants e ~

through content and engages the learner. Each module '

also includes accompanying guided notes so participants

can follow along with the presenter. Presentation notes ﬁ—

are embedded so the presenter has additional background

when presenting the content to the observers. An additional C | ean A i r 8( W a t er

“sense-making” activity helps reinforce the content taught
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of these materials are available on the AFA website under 5
847-394-2047 WWW llara.com/cln
the Education tab. All materials are free for download and oy o i

are in PDF format. The PowerPoint is also available as a
‘read-only’ file. In the first module that is available, the
kakapo is featured, and one of the conservation studies is
highlighted. Thanks to Robin Shewokis for her wonderful
pictures from her trip to visit the kakapo in New Zealand.
The support activity highlights the work with owls done by
AFA member Caroline Efstathion; so thanks must also go to
her for her work and contribution to our program. It is my
hope and the hope of the entire AFA Education Committee
that reviews these materials before publication, that bird
clubs and classrooms alike can make use of these modules
and continue the learning experience for their members and
students, all the while keeping birds in the spotlight.
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