
 

 

 

Masked Birds 
Learning about animal characteristics can help children to learn to 
observe. As children learn outdoor observation activities, they can begin 
to make comparisons. Here is one example. 

 
Many animals and birds have colouring that looks to us like eye masks. 
The Blue Dacnis (Dacnis cayana) in the Atlantic Rainforest of South 
America, the Masked Laughingthrush (Garrulax perspicillatus) in Asia, 
and some of the nuthatches ( Sitta europaea and Sitta canadensis) in Europe 
and North America all are examples of birds with a black band across 
their eyes: 
 



   Blue Dacnis 
 

    MaskedLaughingthrush 
 

  nuthatches   
 
    



Biologists do not really know why that type of colouring evolved. The 
strongest theory is that it makes the eyes (and thus the bird) seem larger 
and that predators will be scared off. That makes sense for masks that 
look like huge circles around the eyes, but we are not so sure about the 
type of mask that looks like a bandit's. Such a marking does not make the 
eyes seem bigger; it makes them seem to disappear. Perhaps that scares 
predators too.  
 
In a class discussion, we asked children (aged 6-7) why they thought 
birds would have such a mask across their faces. Here are some of the 
responses: 
 

• Maybe it is some kind of a crook 
• So the bugs could not see it eat them  
• It looks cool  

 
Make bird masks 
 
All you need is a roll of black crepe paper. Cut a strip for each child. Let 
them cut eye holes, and tie the strip around their heads. Ask them to 
choose which of the four masked birds above they want to be, and to 
draw a picture of it.  
 
To help them decide, if you have classroom computers and the internet, 
go to the Internet Bird Collection  http://ibc.lynxeds.com/ 
and look at some videos of them. Remember to type the Latin name into 
the search box to get straight to the correct bird. 
 
Discussion 
 
Ask the children why they think these birds have such a masking. Get 
them discussing and exchanging ideas.  
 
Extend the observation 
 
The next time you go outdoors, ask the children to look for other 
similarities in colouring in nature. 
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