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Welcome to the BBC Breathing Places Schools feeding
 
wildlife activity. This is the main Do One Thing activity 

for the autumn term of 2008.
 

Why feed wildlife? 
Creating a Breathing Place in your school 
grounds will help feed local wildlife naturally, 
but sometimes they need more help… 
Shortage of natural supplies of food has 
meant that some animals are struggling to 
survive. The impact is felt most strongly in 
winter when temperatures are low, days are 
short, insects are in hiding and fruit and 
berries are running out. This is when feeding 
wildlife can make a real difference. 

In this term’s Do One Thing activity, pupils 
will learn how to help birds through the 
winter as well as building an understanding 
of a food chain. 

What do I do first? 
It couldn’t be easier. By following this simple 
five-step guide, you will be able to turn your 
Breathing Place into a haven for birds. By 
following recipes for birds that feed on the 
ground and from hanging feeders, you will 
make sure that all the feathered friends who 
visit your school leave with a satisfied stomach. 

Other visitors may also come to your 
Breathing Place looking for food, such as 
hedgehogs or foxes, and there is information 
on how to track these mammals. So, what are 
you waiting for? Follow this simple five-step 
guide to feeding birds, then sit back and 
watch them flock in. 

1. Term 3 Teacher’s notes BBC Breathing Places Schools 



Step 1 – Find a suitable place 

Wildlife need to feel safe from predators 
when feeding. Birds have two main predators 
– domestic cats and sparrowhawks. Any 
feeding area should allow good visibility for 
the birds to see them, and provide possible 
escape routes. 

Look for a safe place for the birds to retreat 
to, for example a small bush within easy flying 
distance. The birds will also use this as a look
out post to ensure that the coast is clear 
before coming to feed. 

Make sure that you can see your feeding area 
from your school windows. The birds can get 
used to people if they are behind glass. 

Remember that birds could harm themselves 
if they fly into a window, so make sure that 
they avoid the glass by sticking bird 
silhouettes (stickers are being sent to you) 
on the windows close to the feeders. 

Step 2 – Plan your 
feeding areas 
There are two main ways to provide food: 
at ground level and in hanging feeders. 
If you use both, you will attract a greater 
range of birds. 

For ground-feeding birds, put the food on 
a tray or low table. All you need is an old 
plastic tray, some stones or broken bricks 
and a little ingenuity. 

Drill holes in each corner of the tray to allow 
water to drain out. Place it on three stones or 
broken bricks to keep it off the ground. Place 
another stone or brick in the centre to stop 
it blowing away. 

Ideally you want all the food you put out 
to be eaten during the day. This will reduce 
unwanted visitors like rats and mice popping 
over for an easy meal. You will be able to work 
out how much food is eaten during a day 
quite quickly. 

Alternatively you could buy a bird table or 
make one from recycled materials. Hanging 
bird feeders are also really easy to make. 
There is an instruction sheet to download 
on the website: 
bbc.co.uk/breathingplaces/schools 
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Step 3 – When and what 
to feed 
Although you can feed birds throughout the 
year, their greatest need is through winter and 
into the spring. 

There are many different choices of food 
for birds. They require high-energy fat foods 
during the winter to help them survive the 
frosty nights and require high protein foods 
during the spring and summer. 

Good food for birds 

spring/summer autumn/winter 

– black sunflower seeds – bird seed mixtures 
– pinhead oatmeal – sunflower seeds 
– soaked sultanas – nyjer seeds 
– raisins and currants – peanuts 
– mild, grated cheese – bird cake or bird food bars 
– fresh mealworms – fresh mealworms 
– mixes for insectivorous birds – suet 
– good seed mixtures without 

loose peanuts 
– summer seed bird food mixture 

– mild, grated cheese 
– potatoes – baked (cold and opened), 

roast, mashed (with added fat) 
– soft apples and pears cut in half, 

bananas, grapes 
– dried fruit eg raisins, sultanas, currants 

(do not need soaking in winter) 
– water – apples, pears 

– pastry – cooked or uncooked 
– cooked rice – brown or white without 

added salt 
– dry porridge oats or coarse oatmeal 
– crumbled bread in small quantities – 

moisten if very dry, brown is better 
than white 

– fresh coconut in the shell 
– water 

3. Term 3 Teacher’s notes BBC Breathing Places Schools 



The children can create simple treats for the 
birds using readily available and often waste 
foodstuffs. (See top tips for full recipes.) 

For ground feeder 

Crumbly pastry maggots! (robins, dunnocks, 
wrens, wagtails, pipits) 

Fruit cocktail (blackbirds, thrushes, starlings) 

For hanging feeder 

Sunflower heads (tits and finches) 

Cheesy fir cones (tits and finches) 

Speedy bird cake (tits, finches, maybe a great 
spotted woodpecker, if local) 

A good supply of clean water for drinking and 
bathing will also help birds through the winter 
when most natural sources are locked away 
as snow and ice. A simple idea for a self-filling 
drinking tray is described in these notes. 

Step 4 – Who will visit?
 

Once you have set up your feeding area, 
it may take a week or more for birds to find 
it and be brave enough to visit it. 

Common birds in school grounds include 
starlings, blackbirds, tits, finches, wagtails, 
robins, collared doves and woodpigeons 
amongst others. 

If you have already started on your Breathing 
Place, you may already have some birds 
visiting – feeding on insects and seeds in your 
flowers and minibeast corner. Providing food 
for the birds will mean that you will have even 
more feathered visitors. 

4. Term 3 Teacher’s notes BBC Breathing Places Schools 



Step 5 – Watch the diners 


Your Breathing Place is now a self-service 
buffet which should attract lots of diners. 

By watching the comings and goings at your 
Breathing Place, pupils will quickly be able to 
identify different bird species and recognise 
each bird’s preferred place. They could keep 
a record of who likes what food – and how 
many times they visit. 

There may be other visitors to your Breathing 
Place – so we have included activities 
for finding out who is visiting after school 
hours below. 

More activity ideas 

Track mammals 

Your Breathing Place provides food naturally 
for a range of wildlife that could include 
hedgehogs and other mammals. Most small 
mammals in the UK feed at night, thereby 
avoiding predators that hunt during the day. 
A good way to find out who is visiting your 
Breathing Place is to look for tracks. Here is 
an easy way to make tracks more visible. 

You will need a shallow tray, some damp sand 
and a ruler. 

Fill the tray with damp sand to a depth of 
10–15mm and smooth the surface with a ruler 
or other flat piece of wood or plastic. Try it 
out by getting the children to make footprints 
in the damp sand and compare the soles of 
their shoes to the imprint in the sand. 

Smooth the sand again, and position the tray 
on the edge of your Breathing Place. Leave 
it overnight. In the morning, check for 
footprints and perhaps draw or photograph 
them. Try this in a number of locations and 
over a few nights, recording the position of 
your tray and the footprints captured. If you 
are lucky, a pattern may become clear. There 
is a link to an animal track guide on the 
Breathing Places Schools website 
(bbc.co.uk/breathingplaces/schools) which 
will help the children to identify individual 
animal types. 

Rats and mice could well be regular visitors to 
your school grounds. They are very common 
mammals, and will have been there before 
you created your Breathing Place. Don’t be 
alarmed if you find their tracks. 

If your grounds are suitable, you may find 
other interesting creatures visiting. If you are 
lucky enough to have a hedgehog visit your 
Breathing Place, you may wish to feed it. 

You can find lots more information about 
different types of mammals that your 
Breathing Place may attract, and what to 
feed them on our website: 
bbc.co.uk/breathingplaces/schools 
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Keep a record 

Keeping a record of which birds visit, when 
and in which area, as well as types of 
mammals and other animals, will be 
invaluable in building up a picture of what 
happens in your Breathing Place. Numerical 
data can be used to draw graphs. Descriptive 
information can be used to create stories, 
and experimental data for science. 

Encourage pupils to draw what they have 
seen visiting the Breathing Place. 

You can also use this work to talk about food 
chains. Why not make a food chain mobile? 

The Active Food Chain Game 

Why not play this game which helps to 
illustrate how nature balances itself through 
food chains? It is ideal for a group of 
15 children or more. 

– Divide players into three groups – one 
group are plants, one group are wood mice 
and one group are foxes. 

– Ask the foxes to stand in a circle. 

– Wood mice should be given a scarf or piece 
of cloth to tuck into the back of their 
waistband or belt. This is their tail. Wood 
mice then stand inside the fox circle. 

– Ask the plants to stand outside the circle. 
They cannot move. 

– You need to decide how long each ‘round’ 
will be and how many of these rounds you 
will play (for example, 5 rounds which last 
for 2 minutes each). 

– When a signal is given, the round begins. 
The wood mice must try to get past the 
foxes to ‘tag’ the plants. They must tag 
as many of the plants as they can as this 
is their food source. 

– Whilst this is happening, foxes try to catch 
the wood mice by pulling their tails. When 
wood mice crouch down, they are safe and 
cannot be caught by a fox, but they cannot 
move or tag a leaf when crouching. Foxes are 
only allowed to catch one mouse per round. 

– Watch the clock. When the time finishes, 
call the end of that round. 

– Any wood mouse caught by a fox becomes 
a fox as well. 

– During each round, if a fox does not catch 
any wood mice, it dies and becomes a plant. 

– If a wood mouse fails to get any food, 
it turns into a plant. 

– When a wood mouse gets a plant, 
the plant becomes a wood mouse. 

Note to help you: After each round, note 
down how many members are now in each 
group. At the end you can discuss how the 
numbers changed and what happened to 
the food chain as time went on, e.g. if there 
are too many wood mice there may not be 
enough plants to feed them, so some wood 
mice may die because of this. If there are 
too many foxes, they cannot all feed on 
wood mice and some may die, therefore 
it becomes easier for wood mice to get food 
without being fox prey, and then you have 
more wood mice. 
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Top tips and interesting facts
 

Feeding birds – top tips 

Some food can make birds ill or even 
kill them. 

– No salted foods should be put out for birds 
as too much salt can kill them. 

– Be careful not to allow them to get at whole 
peanuts during the spring/early summer 
months because adults may try to feed 
whole nuts to their baby birds, which can 
choke them. 

– Bread and fat can also be harmful to baby 
birds so it is best to avoid these during the 
breeding season. 

– Any food that is purchased and labelled 
specifically for birds should be bought from 
a reputable dealer such as a garden centre, 
supermarket etc. 

Here are the foods to avoid feeding to birds: 

DO NOT GIVE ANY OF THESE TO BIRDS 

– milk 
– salt and salted foods 

– seed mixtures that have split peas, beans, 
dried rice, lentils or dog biscuits in them 

– dry biscuits 
– dog biscuits 
– polyunsaturated margarines and oils 

– desiccated coconut 
– cooked porridge oats (uncooked is fine) 
– stale or mouldy food 

– dry roasted or salted peanuts 
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Recipes that you can make for your menu 

Crumbly Pastry Maggots! (robins, 
dunnocks, wrens, wagtails, pipits) 

– Ingredients: 85g flour, 30g lard or butter 

– Instructions: Put the flour in a bowl and rub 
in the lard or butter with your fingertips until 
the mixture looks like maggots. Sprinkle on 
your bird table. 

Fruit Cocktail (blackbirds, 
thrushes, starlings) 

– Ingredients: raw apples, bananas, grapes, 
pears etc. 

– Instructions: It is fine to use fruit which has 
gone past its best, for instance bruised 
apples and pears, or perhaps use apple 
cores. Slice the fruit up, mix and sprinkle 
on your table. 

Sunflower heads (tits and finches) 

– Ingredients: sunflowers, if you have grown 
them in your Breathing Place, and string 

– Instructions: When the flower has passed its 
best, clip the flower head from the stalk and 
then hang it up using the string. The birds 
will fly in and take the seeds from the flower 
head directly. 

Cheesy Fir Cones (tits and finches) 

– Ingredients: opened pine or fir cones, string 
and mild cheese 

– Instructions: Grate some mild cheese and 
cram it into the gaps in the pine cones. Tie 
a piece of string around the top of the cone 
and hang it up for the birds to find. If you 
wish, you can add other food such as raisins, 
chopped peanuts and bird seed to make 
the meal even more interesting. 

Speedy Bird Cake (tits, finches, maybe 
a great spotted woodpecker, if local) 

– Ingredients: 85g fat (suet or lard), a 
combination of filling – for instance, raisins, 
chopped peanuts, bird seed – empty 
yoghurt pots and string. (Filling should 
be about 2 parts filling to 1 part fat.) 

– Instructions: Let the fat rest in a warm place 
for about an hour and then cut into small 
cubes. Place some of the filling ingredients in 
a large mixing bowl and add the cubes of fat, 
rubbing it evenly into the mixture using your 
fingertips. Keep adding the filling mixture 
until it all holds together. Make a small hole in 
the bottom of a yoghurt pot. Tie a knot in a 
piece of string and thread it through the hole 
in the pot leaving the knot on the inside. Fill 
the pot with your fat mixture. Leave the filled 
pots in a refrigerator or other cool place to set 
and then hang up by the string. 

Regular feeding 

If your school has started feeding birds with a 
regular supply of food, birds will begin to rely 
on this, particularly during the winter months 
when natural food is scarce. Therefore, it is 
important to continue feeding them 
throughout these harsh months to help them 
survive. This includes the school holidays if 
at all possible. 

Water for birds 

It is important to have water outside for birds to 
drink all year round. Often they will also use this 
for bathing too. During the winter it may 
become frozen. An adult could carefully pour 
boiling water onto the frozen drinking/bathing 
water to defrost it. One tip to prevent water 
from freezing is to place a light object such 
as a ping-pong ball in the water. Any gentle 
breeze will move the ball around on the 
surface and will keep a little of the water 
surface unfrozen for birds to drink from. No 
chemicals such as glycerine, anti-freeze or salt 
should be added to the water to prevent 
freezing as this can prove dangerous, if not 
lethal, to birds and other animals. 
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Make a self-filling drinking tray 

For a low-maintenance way of providing 
water for creatures that visit your Breathing 
Place, you will need a clean plastic or terra
cotta plant pot base with a rim about 20mm 
high and a clean, large yoghurt pot. 

Cut a hole in the yoghurt pot about 10mm 
from the rim. Fill the yoghurt pot with water 
and place the plant pot base on top. Holding 
the two together, turn them upside down and 
the water will flow into the plant pot base and 
stop at the level of the hole in the yoghurt 
pot. As the birds drink and water evaporates, 
the water will be continually topped up from 
within the yoghurt pot. You can place this on 
your ground feeding tray or on a bird table. 
Why not make more than one? You can use 
other containers and trays that you have 
available – just make sure that the hole is 
below the rim of the tray. See the illustration 
for a finished water dispenser. 

This type of water dispenser is ideal for 
providing water over a weekend and is 
suitable for smaller birds. 

Yoghurt 
pot 

Hole in yoghurt 
pot – 4mm in 
diameter 

Water 

Plant pot base 

Hygiene for the birds and you 

– It is important to clean feeders regularly 
to prevent a build-up of germs that could 
make the birds ill. Clean your feeders and 
tables using a 1 part bleach to 20 parts 
water diluted solution of normal household 
bleach and rinse well. 

– Wrap up old food and throw away. 

– Any water containers for birds should be 
emptied and refilled regularly. 

– Wear protective gloves when cleaning 
feeders and water containers. Wash hands 
and fingernails thoroughly with soap and 
water after cleaning. 

– Always clean feeders and bird water 
containers outside. Do not bring inside 
to wash in a sink as you will bring germs 
in with them. 

– Do you have concerns about bird flu (the 
H5N1 virus)? It is extremely unlikely that 
bird flu could be transmitted to people 
by birds feeding in the garden. As above, 
good hygiene for you and the birds is 
important. (More information can be found 
on our website: 
bbc.co.uk/breathingplaces/schools) 

– If you find a dead bird, try not to touch it. 
If you have to move the bird, always follow 
good hygiene measures and wash your 
hands with soap and water. 

Nut allergies 

Please be aware that some purchased bird 
foods may unexpectedly contain peanuts. 
Please be cautious about any nut allergy 
implications with your pupils. 

Unwanted guests 

If squirrels eat all the peanuts you may 
put out for birds, one tip is to sprinkle the 
peanuts lightly with chilli powder before 
placing outside. This will put the squirrels 
off eating them and will not harm the birds 
or put them off as birds have no taste buds. 
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Interesting feeding facts 
Did you know? 
Birds 

– People started feeding birds in their 
gardens during the early 1900s and now 
over half of all adults in the UK feed birds 
in their gardens. 

– Many birds that eat insects get most of their 
water from their food. Seed-eating birds eat 
a dry diet so they need more water. 

– Most birds drink by dipping their bill in 
water and throwing their head back to 
swallow it down. Pigeons and doves can 
immerse their beaks and drink as though 
through a straw. 

Mammals 

– Hedgehogs gained their names from the 
way they forage around for food and their 
piercing squeal when distressed, sounding 
just like a pig – a hedgepig/hedgehog. 

– It is a common misconception that milk and 
bread are good for hedgehogs, but they 
will make hedgehogs ill. 

– Foxes are a top predator in the UK. This 
means that there are no other animals in 
the UK that will eat them. 

– Bats need to eat thousands of insects each 
night. The most common bat in the UK, the 
common pipistrelle bat, can increase its 
own bodyweight from 5 grams to 7 grams 
in just a few hours. For an 8-year-old child 
weighing around 25kg, the equivalent 
would be to eat about 45 apples each day. 

– The wood mouse is the UK’s most common 
rodent. From year to year, the success of 
the wood mouse has a direct impact on 
breeding owls. If wood mouse numbers are 
high, you can expect it to be a successful 
breeding season for owls during that year. 

Minibeasts 

– Butterflies have tongues that work like 
mini drinking straws. A butterfly’s tongue 
is coiled up underneath its head and they 
unroll it to test their food. They then use 
it to sip up their food. 

– Garden spiders create a sticky, round web 
to catch their prey. The spider sits in the 
middle of its web waiting for minibeasts to 
fly in and get stuck. Anything that is caught, 
such as wasps, flies and butterflies, will be 
wrapped in silk, injected with venom and 
taken away to be eaten. 

10. Term 3 Teacher’s notes BBC Breathing Places Schools 



Question time 

Here are a few questions that you may find 
useful when working with the children in your 
group. These questions are a great 
motivation for researching and finding out 
more about feeding wildlife and food chains: 

– Can you identify the different birds you 
have seen in your Breathing Place? 

– Which birds did you see in the autumn term 
and are they different to those you saw 
in the summer? Can you explain why this 
might be? 

– Why do you think that some birds prefer 
feeding from a hanging feeder? 

– At what time of year is it especially helpful 
to feed your visiting birds and why? 

– Have you noticed any preference in feeding 
by the butterflies? 

– Are any of the animals using your Breathing 
Place nocturnal? 

– Why do animals hibernate and which 
animals in the UK do this? 

– What is migration? Which birds, that you 
have seen, migrate? Where to or from? 
Why do they migrate? 

– Can you identify a food chain in your 
Breathing Place? Start at the bottom and 
identify who eats what or whom. 

– What might happen if one of the elements 
of the food chain was not there? 

– Can you see any link between the nursery 
rhyme, “There was an old woman who 
swallowed a fly..”, and the food chain? 
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