
Barred Owl Lesson Plan 

Summary: Kids will learn why owls are great night hunters. They will be able to make an owl eye craft at the end. 

Learning Objectives: To understand that owls cannot move their heads 360 degrees.  

Materials/education animals: owl feathers, laminated pictures, 2 toilet paper tubes for each child, materials for craft 

(see below) 

Background information:  

The Barred Owl’s hooting call, “Who cooks for you? Who cooks for you-all?” is a classic sound of old forests and treed 

swamps. But this attractive owl, with soulful brown eyes and brown-and-white-striped plumage, can also pass 

completely unnoticed as it flies noiselessly through the dense canopy or snoozes on a tree limb. Originally a bird of the 

east, during the twentieth century it spread through the Pacific Northwest and southward into California. 

Habitat: Barred Owls live year-round in mixed forests of large trees, often near water. They tend to occur in large, 

unfragmented blocks of mature forest, possibly because old woodlands support a higher diversity of prey and are more 

likely to have large cavities suitable for nesting. Their preferred habitats range from swamps to streamsides to uplands, 

and may contain hemlock, maple, oak, hickory, beech, aspen, white spruce, quaking aspen, balsam poplar, Douglas-fir, 

lodgepole pine, or western larch. 

Food: Barred Owls eat many kinds of small animals, including squirrels, chipmunks, mice, voles, rabbits, birds (up to the 

size of grouse), amphibians, reptiles, and invertebrates. They hunt by sitting and waiting on an elevated perch, while 

scanning all around for prey with their sharp eyes and ears. They may perch over water and drop down to catch fish, or 

even wade in shallow water in pursuit of fish and crayfish. Though they do most of their hunting right after sunset and 

during the night, sometimes they feed during the day. Barred Owls may temporarily store their prey in a nest, in the 

crook of a branch, or at the top of a snag. They swallow small prey whole and large prey in pieces, eating the head first 

and then the body. 

Nesting: Barred Owls do little or nothing to change an existing tree cavity or abandoned platform nest. They may add 

lichen, fresh green conifer sprigs, or feathers to a stick platform nest, and they may flatten or remove the top of an old 

squirrel nest. Cavities measure 10–13 inches wide and 14–21 inches deep (sometimes much deeper, with one cavity 

recorded as nearly 8 feet deep). Barred Owls usually nest in a natural cavity, 20–40 feet high in a large tree. They may 

also use stick platform nests built by other animals (including hawks, crows, ravens, and squirrels), as well as human-

made nest boxes. Barred Owls may prospect a nest site as early as a year before using it. No one knows whether the 

male or the female chooses the site 

Behavior: Barred Owls roost on branches and in tree cavities during the day and hunt by night. Territorial all year round, 

they chase away intruders while hooting loudly. They are even more aggressive during nesting season (particularly the 

females), sometimes striking intruders with their feet. Pairs probably mate for life, raising one brood each year. Their 

nests are preyed upon by other large owls and hawks, as well as by weasels and raccoons. When humans interfere with 

a nest, the parent may flee, perform a noisy distraction display with quivering wings, or even attack. Other birds 

recognize Barred Owls as predators; small songbirds, crows, and woodpeckers may band together to mob them. Their 

most dangerous predator is the Great Horned Owl, which eats eggs, young birds, and occasionally adults. 

Eyes/Vision: Their dark, forward-facing eyes are nearly as large as human eyes and are immobile within their circular 

bone sockets. For this reason, owls need flexible necks, as they have to turn the entire head to change views. They have 

the same number of vertebrae in their necks as most mammals and can move their heads 270 degrees in either 

direction (nearly all the way around!). Most other bird species have their eyes on the sides of their heads enabling them 

to see sideways and, to some extent, backwards. Owls, on the other hand, have both eyes in the front which enhances 

their depth perception. 

Owls are unable to clearly see anything within a few inches of their eyes. On the other hand, their far vision - particularly 

in low light conditions - is incredibly good. The color of the eyes tells us a lot about their habits; those with dark brown 
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or black eyes are nocturnal hunters; those with yellow eyes mostly hunt during the day, and those with orange eyes 

hunt at night and during the day. 

To protect their eyes, Owls have 3 dark eyelids: one upper and one lower eyelid, and a translucent third eyelid (also 

known as 'nictitating membrane'). The upper lid closes when the owl blinks, and the lower closes when the Owl sleeps. 

The third eyelid is a thin layer of tissue that closes diagonally across the eye, from the inside to the outside. The purpose 

of these membranes is to clean, moisten and protect the surface of the eyes. 

Conservation:  Barred Owls are fairly numerous and their populations increased 1.5% per year between 1966 and 2014, 

according to the North American Breeding Bird Survey. Partners in Flight estimates their global breeding population at 3 

million, with 91% spending some time in the U.S., 7% in Canada, and 3% in Mexico. They rate 7 out of 20 on the 

Continental Concern Score and are not on the 2016 State of the Birds Watch List. Until the twentieth century, Barred 

Owls were residents of old, undisturbed forests in eastern North America. They were probably restricted from moving 

into northwestern boreal forests because of frequent forest fires. But fire suppression—along with tree planting in the 

Great Plains—allowed them to spread northward and westward during the past century. They eventually expanded 

south along the West Coast as far as northern California, where they began competing with Spotted Owls. Barred Owls 

have displaced these slightly smaller and less aggressive owls and started hybridizing with them, further threatening the 

already compromised Spotted Owl population. Barred Owls are forest birds. They tend to occur in older forests and they 

need large, dead trees for nest sites; these requirements make them sensitive to expansion of logging. For this reason, 

the Barred Owl is often used as an indicator species for managing old forests. 

Cool Facts 

● The Great Horned Owl is the most serious predatory threat to the Barred Owl. Although the two species often

live in the same areas, a Barred Owl will move to another part of its territory when a Great Horned Owl is

nearby.

● Pleistocene fossils of Barred Owls, at least 11,000 years old, have been dug up in Florida, Tennessee, and

Ontario.

● Barred Owls don’t migrate, and they don’t even move around very much. Of 158 birds that were banded and

then found later, none had moved farther than 6 miles away.

● Despite their generally sedentary nature, Barred Owls have recently expanded their range into the Pacific

Northwest. There, they are displacing and hybridizing with Spotted Owls—their slightly smaller, less aggressive

cousins—which are already threatened from habitat loss.

● Young Barred Owls can climb trees by grasping the bark with their bill and talons, flapping their wings, and

walking their way up the trunk.

● The oldest recorded Barred Owl was at least 24 years, 1 month old. It was banded in Minnesota in 1986, and

found dead, entangled in fishing gear, in the same state in 2010.

ABOUT OUR BARRED OWL: 

Name: Bentley  

Age: 4 years old  

Weight: 1.7 lbs 

Relative size: Smaller than a Great Horned Owl; larger than a Barn Owl. 
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Lesson Outline 

Theme: Owls are great night hunters. 

Introduction: 

● Introduce the topic

● Tell them what is going to happen

● State the theme

Body 

Subtheme: Owls can fly silently. 

● The feathery edges of each wing are extremely fine reducing any loud sound during flight.
● The comb like edges are called fimbriae. (show picture and feather)

Subtheme: Owls can move their heads 270 degrees. 

● Owl’s eyes are almost as big as human eyes. They can let a lot of light which helps them see in

the dark.

● Owls cannot move their eyes like humans can, that's why they can turn their head 270 degrees!

Activity: Would you like to see what it would feel like to have owl eyes that can’t move side to side and up and  

 down? 

● Have the child(ren) place the owl eyes (card board tubes) over their eyes

● Tell them that this is how owls see! They can only see forward, so they have to move their head.

● Ask them if it would be easier to see if they could move their head like an owl.

Conclusion: 

● Summary of theme and subthemes

● Ask them if they have any questions

Owl Eye Craft: 

Materials: toilet paper tubes, small paper plates, string, whole punch, feathers, glue, scissors 

1. Take one toilet paper tube for each child and cut in ½.

2. Cut slits in a small paper plate to fit each ½ of the toilet paper tube.

3. Punch whole on each side of the plate to tie strings around the head.

4. Have the students decorate their owl eyes with feathers!
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