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Subsistence Bird Hunting Education Unit 

 

 
White Fronted Geese 

Credit: United States Fish and Wildlife Service  
 

Authors: Telida Village Council, Environmental Protection Agency  
 
Alaska Native Knowledge Consultant: Telida Village 1st Chief, Steven Nikolai Sr. 
 
Sources: The sources we used for the bird hunting lessons included 

Traditional Lifeways Curriculum: Bird Hunting 
 

1. Ahlstrom , Mark E.. The Canada Goose. Source of Information: Alaska Department of 
Fish and game, Wildlife Notebook Series. 

 
2. Alaska Department of Fish and Game, Alaska Wildlife Viewing Trail Locations, 

Petersburg Trumpeter Observatory, 
http://www.wc.adfg.state.ak.us/index.cfm?adfg=trails.site&site_id=23&locale_id=5. 

 
3. Alaska Native Knowledge Network 

(http://ankn.uaf.edu/publications/handbook/littlefield.html 
 

4. Alaska Sea Week Curriculum Series Birds and Wetlands of Alaska., UAF  
 

5. Alaska Standards for Culturally Responsive Schools. Adopted by Assembly of Alaska 
Native Educators. Anchorage, Alaska: February 3, 1998. Published by the Alaska Native 
Knowledge Network. 
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6. Alaska Wildlife Notebook Series. Source of Information: Alaska Department of Fish and 
Game,  “Geese” pictures, Artists: Bill Ray; R.T. Wallen 

7.  http://www.adfg.state.ak.us/pubs/notebook/notehome.php  
 

8. Alaska State Standards. http://www.eed.state.ak.us/contentstandards/home.html. 
 

9. Armstrong; Robert H., Alaska’s Birds, A Guide to Selected Species. 
10.  

Bird Traditions of the Lime Village Area Dena’ina. – ANKN/UAF;Wildlife Notebook 
Series. Source of Information: Alaska Department of Fish and Game. 

11. http://www.gamebirdhunts.com/hunting-news/detail.asp?iArt=244&iType=22. 
 

12. Boyer, Paul, (2005), Alaska Rural Systemic Initiative, Rebuilding Native Knowledge. 
Washington D.C.: National Science Foundation, page 2. 

 
13. Collins. Ray. (Revised 2004) Dichinanek’hwt’ana, A History of the People of the Upper 

Kuskokwim Who Live in Nikolai and Telida. Alaska National History and Culture U.S. 
Department of the Interior Website 

 
14. Community Descriptions of McGrath, Takotna, Nikolai, and Telida. State of Alaska 

Website 
 

15. Crane. A traditional story told in Deg Hit’an Athabascan by John Paul. 
16. Translated into Upper Kuskokwim Athabascan by Betty Petruska. 
17. Excerpt courtesy of Alaska Native Language Center, University of Alaska Fairbanks.  

 
18. Crestensen. Richard. “Dance of the Sandhill Crane” picture.  

 
19. Dick, Alan. Alaska Native Clipart, Alaska Native Knowledge Network. 

 
20. Fields, Mary and Karen Dullen. (2003) Appreciating Caribou, Association of Interior 

Educators page 20. 
 

21. Hocker, Katherine “Swans” picture  
 

22. Johnsgard, Paul A. Crane Music: A Natural History of American Cranes.  
 

23. Littlefield, Roby, Elders in the Classroom.  
 

24. London, Jonathan. Gone Again Ptarmigan.  
 

25. McCann, Jim. Upland Hunting in Alaska.  
 

26. Murie Adolp. Birds of Mount McKinley Alaska  
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27. Russell, Pricilla N and George C. West. Bird Traditions of the Lime Village Area 
Dena’ina; Upper Stony River Ethno-Ornithology.  Alaska Native Knowledge Network, 
.Center for Cross Cultural Studies, University of Alaska Fairbanks, 2003 
www.ankn.uaf.edu  

 
28. Stokes, Donald W., Stokes Nature Guides: A Guide to Bird Behavior. 

 
29. Stokes, Jeff, (1985), “Natural Resource Utilization of Four Upper Kuskokwim 

Communities,” Technical Paper No. 86. Alaska Department of Fish and Game Division 
of Subsistence, Juneau, Alaska. Pp. 170, 166 -169, 162-170. 

 
Title: Subsistence Bird Hunting on the Upper Kuskokwim River 
 
Authors: Telida Village Council, Environmental Protection Agency’s Indian General Assistance 
Program, Alaska Department of Fish and Game   
 
Grade Levels: All Ages 
 
Context: Spring or Fall: During bird hunting seasons 
 
AKRSI Region: Upper Kuskokwim River 
 
 

Unit Outline 
 

Lesson One – Waterfowl Game  
 

Activity 1 – Waterfowl Hunting History 
Activity 2 – Elder(s) Share on Waterfowl  
Activity 3 – Identifying Ducks Field Guide 
Activity 4 – Identifying Geese, Swans and Cranes Field Guide 
Activity 5 – Waterfowl Behavior 
Activity 6 – Waterfowl Harvest Math 
Activity 7 – Waterfowl Identification Field Trip 

Lesson Two – Upland Game Birds 

Activity 1 – Upland Bird Hunting History 
Activity 2 – Elder(s) Share on Upland Birds 
Activity 3 – Upland Bird Field Guide 
Activity 4 – Grouse and Ptarmigan Behavior 
Activity 5 – Upland Bird Spotting Field Trip 
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Lesson Three – When and Where to Hunt Birds 

Activity 1 – History of When and Where of Bird Hunting   
Activity 2 – Elder(s) Share on Traditional Harvest Times and Hunting Areas 
Activity 3 – Migration  
Activity 4 – Habitats 
Activity 5 – Planning for the Bird Hunt  
 
Lesson Four – How to Hunt Birds 

 
Activity 1 – Traditional Hunting Methods 
Activity 2 – Elder(s)/Experienced Hunters Share on How to Hunt 
Activity 3 – Traditional Methods Practice 
Activity 4 – Planning Method of the Hunt 
Activity 5 – Go Bird Hunting! 

Lesson Five – Uses of Game Birds 

Activity 1 – Traditional Uses of Game Birds 
Activity 2 – Elder(s) Share on the Importance of Birds  
Activity 3 – Butchering Game Birds 
Activity 4 – Game Bird Meat Preservation and Recipes 
Activity 5 – Elders and Experienced Hunters Luncheon 
Activity 6 – End of Unit Project 
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Lesson One – Waterfowl Game 
 
Objectives: 
 
 Develop respectful interaction with Elders by active listening and proper 

communication. 
 Older students develop skill in note taking in their learning logs. 
 Younger students develop sequencing skills, by drawing pictures to demonstrate what 

they have learned. 
 Students retell what is shared with them in class discussions. 
 Understand the history of waterfowl bird hunting.  
 Develop a field guide for identifying waterfowl game. 
 Learn basic behavior facts about ducks, geese and Sandhill cranes. 
 Observe and identify different waterfowl at on-site locations. 
 Learn traditional names for area waterfowl game. 
 Use mathematical calculations to compare waterfowl harvest information on 2001-

2002 Nikolai Harvest Chart. 
 Practice approaching bird areas quietly, remaining still and camouflaged. 
 Complete one field bird observation. 
 Identify waterfowl in field observation. 

 
Resources and Materials: 
 
 Copies of teaching sections: 

o “History of Hunting Waterfowl”  
o “The Waterfowl People Hunt” 
o Duck Information 
o Geese, Swan, Crane Information 
o Waterfowl Behavior: Duck Behavior -- The Mallard, Goose Behavior --  

The Canada Goose, and Sandhill Crane Behavior 
 The Upper Kuskokwim Athabascan Elders traditional story “Crane” translated into 

Upper Kuskokwim Athabaskan  
 Alaska Department of Fish and Game 2000-2001 Nikolai Subsistence Harvest Table 

Chart paper, markers  
 Individual learning log notebooks 
 Individual unit file folders 
 Art supplies for younger students 
 KWL (Know – Want to know – Learn) chart (see appendix) 
 Computer with internet access and printer 
 Resource books and materials 
 Large index cards or card stock cut into cards 
 Camera, digital if available 
 Video recorder and/or Audio recorder/equipment 
 Binoculars 
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Activity 1 – Waterfowl Hunting History  
 
1. Read “History of Hunting Waterfowl” and “The Waterfowl People Hunt” (See 

section below). 
 

2. Read the story as a group with younger students, have a summary discussion of key 
points. Older students read the story individually and record the summary in their 
learning logs. 

 

Elder Teaching for Bird Hunting 
Source of Information: Alaska Department of Fish and Game (Stokes, Jeff, p. 162-163) 

 

History of Hunting Waterfowl 

Waterfowl harvested throughout the spring, summer, and fall were an especially 
important component of the traditional diet. During the early spring when other foods 
often were in short supply, waterfowl offered a 
welcome break from the tedious winter diet of 
dried meat.  

 
Several different harvest techniques were 
reportedly employed by hunters. Most 
commonly, waterfowl were taken with arrows 
fired at both stationary and airborne birds. One 
Elder resident of Nikolai speculated that 
waterfowl were also taken by hunters throwing 
rocks or using heavy clubs.  

 
According to one story, some hunters were able 
to creep to within a few feet of the birds and 
capture them barehanded.    
                                  www.ankn.uaf.edu/publications/clipart 
In addition, waterfowl were taken using nets. It is unclear whether nets were thrown over 
the target bird (s), or molting birds were driven into them. It is possible both methods 
were employed at times.  

 
Waterfowl taken in the spring, which were surplus for immediate food needs, were 
cleaned and air dried for later use. 

 
According to one Nikolai Elder, the feathers had ceremonial value, although the exact 
nature of use is unknown. Swan skins, with only the outer layer of large feathers 
removed, were used in making some winter garments. The skins of mallard duck heads 
were fashioned into caps worn by infants.  
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Eggs from migratory waterfowl were gathered and eaten. In the spring, the people 
collected and ate eggs from the water birds that came back to nest and raise their young 
in the area.  
 
“When the people found a duck or a goose nest they would gather the eggs for their own 
use. The tribe does not practice this anymore.” Steven Nikolai Sr. 

 
The Waterfowl People Hunt 

Today, waterfowl are actively 
sought by many area inhabitants 
along area river corridors 
throughout the Upper Kuskokwim 
during the spring, summer, and 
early fall, and are a significant 
contribution to the diet of some 
households. 

 
Ducks (tugaga′), geese (dolmoya), and cranes (dał) are targeted by Upper Kuskokwim 
waterfowl hunters. In general, geese are the most desirable migratory waterfowl species 
among area hunters; however, various species of ducks comprise the largest part of the 
annual catch because they are much more abundant and somewhat easier to take.  

 
The meat of loons (dodzine) is generally not favored because of its texture and fish taste, 
while swans (tomo) are generally avoided by contemporary hunters because they are 
believed to mate for life.  

 
Throughout the area, several duck species are avoided. "Fish ducks" are a loosely-defined 
group of diving ducks that are generally not hunted because of the fish taste associated 
with the meat. While some ducks such as buffleheads and mergansers fall into this 
category throughout the spring and summer, others, such as goldeneyes, are viewed as 
edible during the early spring and harvested accordingly. 
 
3. Make a KWL (Know – Want to know – Learn) chart for this lesson.  Make a class 

chart with the younger class and the older students can make their own charts.               
(see sample in appendix). 

a. Title: Bird Hunting 
b. Make three columns: 1st column – What we KNOW; 2nd column – What we 

WANT to know; 3rd column – What we LEARNED. 
 
4. Have a class discussion to share what the students know about waterfowl and 

waterfowl hunting. Record under “What we KNOW” column. 
 

5. Brainstorm what the students would like to know about waterfowl and waterfowl 
hunting and record under “What we WANT to know” column.  
 

www.ankn.uaf.edu/publications/clipart 
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6. Save the KWL chart for future reference during the unit to add to what you have 
learned. 

 
Activity 2 – Elder(s) Share on Waterfowl 
 
Bird Identification:  People identify birds by their songs and calls, physical appearance, 
habitat, and habits.  
 
Learn Before Hunting:  Children accompany adults, often their grandparents, who 
identify birds for them while teaching them their names and characteristics.  Children do 
bird-related chores such as plucking birds by first observing the work being done and 
then helping.  
 
Information source: “Bird Traditions of the Lime Village Area Dena’ina” – Alaska 
Native Knowledge Network/University of Alaska Fairbanks www.ankn.uaf.edu (See 
References Sources at end of the Unit.) 
 
1. Invite an Elder or group of Elders to share on waterfowl. If appropriate, obtain 

permission from Elder(s) to make a videotape and/or audio recording. 
  

2. Prepare students before hand to receive the Elder(s), practice listening skills, and how 
to properly ask questions. 

 
3. The teacher will discuss active listening points, communication points, and preferring 

of Elders points (Refer to “Elders in the Classroom” by Roby Littlefield). 
 
4. Have students share together their experiences with the Elders. Make a list on chart 

paper of the key points to remember to honor and receive from the time spent with the 
Elder(s). 

 
5. Brainstorm with students questions to ask the Elder(s) and make a list of questions on 

chart paper. Older students can copy the list in the learning logs.  
 
      Examples: 

 Types of waterfowl preferred for harvest 
 Upper Kuskokwim dialect names for different waterfowl hunted 
 Stories about the waterfowl 
 Ways to identify the different kinds of waterfowl 

 
6. Introduce and welcome the Elder to the class and give the Elder(s) liberty to share on 

waterfowl. (If appropriate, videotape and/or audio recording set up and ready to go.) 
 

7. Present Elder(s) with a copy of “Crane”, a traditional story translated into Upper 
Kuskokwim (UK) Athabascan. Find out if the Elder(s) would read the story in UK 
dialect. Ask the Elder(s) if they have other stories to share. 
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8. As the Elder shares, older students can take a few notes especially on points that 
answer some of the questions listed.  
 

9. (Remind students before hand that listening and honoring the Elder is more important 
than note taking, so that note taking should be quick and short. (Teacher should take 
notes for follow up discussion with the class.) 

 
10. Make a list of Upper Kuskokwim names for birds, activities and areas as the Elder(s) 

share. 
 
11. At the appropriate time, students can ask additional questions and older students can 

record the answers to questions in learning logs. 
 
12. Have a review and discussion with the class about what the Elder(s) shared and make 

a list on chart paper of key points. 
 
13. Record information on traditional names of waterfowl on chart paper and have the 

older students record them in learning logs. 
 
14. Older students can write a short report on the time with the Elder(s). Younger 

students can draw a picture about the Elder’s sharing with some key label words. 
 
15. Fill in KWL chart about what they learned from the Elder(s) sharing time. 
 
16. Students keep all unit materials in individual unit file. 
 
Activity 3 – Identifying Ducks Field Guide 
 
1. Make duck field guide cards: Write the English and the Upper Kuskokwim name of 

each duck type to be identified on a separate index card or precut card. (Note: Can 
work with partners/small groups) 
 Bufflehead-Tlałtał 
 Goldeneye-Tsek′onya 
 Mallard-Tsilhghosh 
 Northern Pintail-Ch′inalzeya 
 Northern Shoveler-Dolozuga 
 American Widgeon-Mito′likwle 

 
2. Find and print a picture of each duck from the internet, (or use picture provided by 

the teacher) and cut out and glue the picture to appropriate card. 
 

3. Read provided information on each duck (Refer to following Duck Information 
section), utilize resource material and internet to find information for each card:  
 Size: length and weight 
 Description: (physical identifying traits) 
 Characteristics: (distinguishing characteristics and other identifying traits)  
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 UK name: (provided by Elder) and Other names: (if any; scientific name) 
 Habitat: (description) including Wintering Area: (region or more specific) 
 Nest: (description) 
 Food: 
 Call: (Sounds) 

 
4. Students keep all unit materials in individual unit file. 
 
Duck Information: “Flock Pattern Pictures” courtesy of “Ducks at a Distance” –
United States Fish and Wildlife Service; Southwest Natural and Cultural Heritage 
Association, Albuquerque, N.M. Jamestown, Artist: Robert Hines. 
Information sources: Robert W Hines, “Ducks at a Distance,” United States Fish and 
Wildlife Service; Southwest Natural and Cultural Heritage Association, Albuquerque, 
N.M. Jamestown, “Bird Traditions of the Lime Village Area Dena’ina,”—Alaska Native 
Knowledge Network/University of Alaska Fairbanks; “Birds of Mount McKinley Alaska,” 
by Adolph Murie; “Alaska’s Birds,” by Robert H. Armstrong  (See Source bibliography 
at end of unit.) 
 
Bufflehead Flock Pattern 

Bufflehead – Length: 14 1/2 in. Weight: 1lb; 
This is the smallest North American duck. 
 
Description:  Bold black and white color pattern; 
white wing patch visible in flight diving duck; 
small gray bill; eyes are dark brown. 
 Male (drake)-- puffed up head with a large white 
patch and dark back; white breast and belly; large 
white wing patch. 
Female (hen)-- brown with white patch on the side 
of head. 
 
Characteristics:  Low swift flights are field marks; 
fly straight up from watery takeoff; very swift. 
Habitat: River area and banks of small streams; 
seeks wooded ponds. 

  
Call sounds: Usually silent. Drakes squeak and have guttural note; hens quack is weak. 
 
Other Notes:  Migrate in large numbers ahead of freeze up; flock feeding areas are small 
about 5-6 birds; preferred for food over many other ducks because of high fat content. 
Winters southeast; tree cavity nester; slower egg laying with 2 -3 days between eggs.  
 
 
 
 

Credit: United States Fish and Wildlife 
Service, Robert W. Hines  



 11

Goldeneye Flock Pattern 
Goldeneye – Length: 19 in. Weight: 2 ½ lb   
 
Description: Male-- large black head reflects 
predominantly green or purple; oval or 
crescent shaped white spot in front of golden 
eye; black back with white breast and 
underparts; white sides marked by a series of 
black lines and in flight, white patch on wing. 
Female-- chocolate brown head and neck as 
well as upper parts of the body.   
 
Characteristics:  Active strong-winged fliers; 
move singly or in small flocks; called 
“Whistlers” for flying wing-whistling sound.  

 
Habitat: River area and banks of small 
streams; seeks wooded ponds. 

 
Call sounds: Both are usually quiet. Drakes have a piercing “speer-speer”; hens a low 
quack. 
 
Other Notes: Primarily tree cavity nester. 
 
Mallard Flock Pattern 

 
Mallard – Length: 24 in. Weight: 2 ¾ lbs 
 
Description:  Male-- has distinctive green 
head; yellow-green bill; wing speculum 
white-bordered metallic purple-blue; dark 
tail with white edges and two curled black 
feathers. Legs and feet are orange. 
Female-- mottled brown with yellow stripe 
on the head.   
Characteristics: Flocks often feed in early 
morning and late afternoon in harvested 
fields; return to marshes and creeks at night. 
 
Habitat: Prefer ponds, lakes, marshes, small 
river bends, bays, ditches, and city ponds.  
 

Call sounds: Drakes have a low-pitched “kwek-kwek;” hens have a loud quack. 
Other Notes:  Flight is not rapid; winters south/central US, Central America and the West 
Indies. 

Credit: United States Fish and Wildlife Service, 
Robert W. Hines  

Credit: United States Fish and Wildlife Service,  
Robert W. Hines  
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Northern Pintail Flock Pattern 
Northern Pintail – Length: 25-29 in.  

       Weight: 1 ¾ lbs 
 
Description:  Sleek and slender ducks with 
long necks and narrow, long pointed tail 
feathers; wings are longer and narrower than 
other ducks. 
Male-- white stripe on the side of the 
chocolate-brown neck and head.  
Female-- mottled brown female; gray bill 
and grayish-blue feet.  
 
Characteristics:  Fast flyers; known for 
zigzagging from great heights before 
leveling off to land. 
 

Habitat: marshes, prairie ponds, tundra, and sometimes salt marshes. 
  
Call sounds: Drakes whistle; hens have a coarse quack. 
 
Other Notes: Most abundant duck in Alaska; during drought will breed in Alaska’s 
wetlands. During courtship, a female is followed by two males, who can descend from 
high flights and dive into the water at full speed; smart at staying out of shooting range. 
 
Northern Shoveler Flock Pattern 

 
Northern Shoveler – Length: 19 ½ in. 
        Weight: 1 ½ lbs 
 
Description:  Identified by large spoon shaped 
bill; a pale blue forewing patch in both male 
and female.  
Male --glossy green head, white breast, 
reddish brown belly and sides and golden eye. 
Female-- mottled brown; bill is dusky and 
orange.  
 
Characteristics:  Three or four shovelers will 
form a line and swim in a feeding circle; each 
bird straining water through its bill stirred by 

paddling. When shovelers are startled, they will twist and turn in the air. 
 

Habitat: Preferred habitats include ponds, lakes, marshes, and rivers. 
Call sounds: Drakes call: “woh-woh” and took-took; hens: feeble quack. 
 

Credit: United States Fish and Wildlife Service  
Robert W. Hines  

Credit: United States Fish and Wildlife Service, 
Robert W. Hines  
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Other Notes:  Called spoonbill; nests often by small streams running into lakes; prized for 
it’s wide bill which is boiled to remove skin then tied onto a wooden stick. Early 
migrants, moving out at the first frost; not popular for food because of fishy taste. 
 
American Widgeon Flock Pattern 

American Widgeon   Length: 21 in.  
        Weight: 1 ¾ lb 
 
Description:  Both: have white patch on 
forewing and belly.  
Male-- white cap and a bright green patch 
through the eye, distinctive white patch on 
the fore part of the wing and greenish 
speculum (a lustrous or specially colored 
area on the wings of certain bird); .          
Eclipse male (after mating molt) resembles 
female but has small green ear patch. 
Female--all gray head; brownish lightly 
streaked on breast and sides with pink; wing 
patch is grayish white, speculum glossy black 
reflecting green; bill and feet are blue gray. 

 
Characteristics:  Nervous birds and quick to take alarm. Their flight is fast and irregular 
with twists and turns. In bunched flocks, their movements resemble pigeons. 
 
Habitat: Prefer lakes but found on small streams, marshes, ponds, and shallow lakes. 
 
Call sounds: Drakes: whistle; 3-note whistle with a higher pitched second note. Hens: 
have loud “kaow” and lower “qua-awk.” 

 
Food: Widgeons feed on loosened vegetation as it comes to the surface and snatch 
vegetation from other divers when they come to the top. Widgeons also skim the flies off 
the surface of the water. 
 
 

Credit: United States Fish and Wildlife Service, 
 Robert W. Hines  
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Activity 4 – Identifying Geese, Swans and Cranes Field Guide 
 
1. Make geese, swan and crane field guide cards. Write the English and the Upper 

Kuskokwim name of each type of geese, swan and crane to be identified on a separate 
index card or precut card.( (Note: Can work with partners/small groups.) 
 Canada Goose -Huh 
 Emperor Goose 
 Greater White-Fronted Geese-Tokitsa 
 Brant 
 Lesser Snow Geese-Ch′ilozrina 
 Trumpeter Swans-Tomo 
 Tundra Swans-Tomo 
 Sandhill Cranes-Dał 

 
2. Find and print picture of each goose, swan and crane from the internet (or use picture 

provided by teacher), and cut out and glue picture to appropriate card. 
 

3. Read provided information on each goose, swan and crane (refer to following 
Information on types of Geese, Swans and Crane ), utilize resource material and 
internet to find information to find out and record the following information on each 
field guide card:  

 
 Size: length and weight 
 Description: (physical identifying traits)  
 UK name: (provided by Elder) 
 Other names: (if any and can list scientific name) 
 Habitat: (description) 
 Wintering Area: (region or more specific if available) 
 Nest: (description) 
 Food: 
 Call: (Sounds) 

 
4. Students keep all unit materials in individual unit file. 
 
Information on types of Geese, Swans and Cranes:  
Source of Information:  Alaska Department of Fish and Game, 
Pictures, Alaska Wildlife Notebook Series, “Geese” Artist: Bill Ray 
http://www.adfg.state.ak.us/pubs/notebook/notehome.php  
 “Swans” picture courtesy of Katherine Hocker. 
 
Information Sources: Birds of Mount McKinley Alaska, By Adolph Murie; Bird 
Traditions of the Lime Village Area Dena’ina – ANKN/UAF; Crane Music: A Natural 
History of American Cranes, by Paul A. Johnsgard. Source of Information: Alaska 
Department of Fish and Game The Canada Goose, by Mark E. Ahlstrom; Wildlife 
Notebook Series.  
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Geese – Geese are large waterfowl with webbed feet that tip bottom up to feed on 
underwater vegetation using their long necks. They also graze on grasses. Geese eggs as 
well as most goose body parts are relished as food. Goose feathered-skin clothes and 
down feathers are used for clothing and bedding filling.  
 
Geese have been snared and shot with bow and arrows as well as modern rifles. Hunters 
note that geese are smarter than most waterfowl in knowing how to stay out of hunting 
range. Hunting success comes by skillfully hiding and sneaking toward them and calling.  
 

 Canada Goose Small – 3-4 lbs; Large – up to 12 lbs  
 
Alaska has six subspecies of Canada Geese; two small, two medium and two large.  

Source of Information; Alaska Department of Fish and Game 
 

In spring, geese migrate to the lake country arriving after the swans but before the ducks.  
 
Geese nest in wetlands near lakes.   
 
Description:  Distinctive black head 
and neck with a white cheek patch; full 
to partial white ring at the base of the 
neck, brownish wings, back and sides,  
white to grayish brown breast and 
belly, white rump patch and black legs 
and feet.  
 
Characteristics: Numerous in Alaska; are 
often called honkers; and are well adapted to walking on land. The male and the female 
mate for life (although those that lose their mates will re-pair); breeding begins between 
2-3 years of age; and are very social except during nesting. 

 
Food:  Feed by grazing on vegetation and on underwater vegetation and grasses. 
 
Habitat: Wetland areas near lakes and are found on rivers, smaller streams and ponds. 
 
Call sounds:  Best known for their “honking.”  
 
  

©Alaska Department of Fish and Game 
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 Emperor Geese Length: 27 inches; Weight: 5 - 7 lbs  
 
Alaska’s most colorful goose with striking pattern of blue-gray scaled with black and 
white feathers.  They have a gray head and the back of the neck is usually stained rusty 
from the iron deposits in the water in which they feed. The majority of the Emperor geese 
population lives in Alaska. 
 
The birds seldom go far from salt water and 
nesting is along the Bering Sea and wintering 
is along the beaches of Kodiak Island and the 
Aleutian Islands. They forage the beaches and 
eat sea lettuces and eelgrass. 
(Rarely in Upper Kuskokwim area). 
 
Description:  Medium-sized; chunky goose; 
black throat and lower necks the remainder of 
their necks and heads; back of neck and 
head are white; bluish-gray body with 
feather edgings of black and white; yellow feet and legs and a white tail. 
 
Characteristics:  The majority of the Emperor geese population lives in Alaska. 
 
Habitat: Rarely found far from marine waters. Found in the Yukon-Kuskokwim delta. 
 
Food:  Rely on marsh plants and berries for food during the summer and early fall then 
feed in winter on seaweeds and animal matter. 
 
Other Notes: Emperors winter under harsh conditions in the Aleutian Islands, on the 
western and south side of the Alaska Peninsula, and on Kodiak Island; sometimes called 
“beach geese.” 

 
 Greater White-Fronted Geese  Length: 29 inches; Weight: 6 ¼ lbs 

Description:  Appears brownish gray at a distance. Often called “specklebelly” for the 
irregular black bars and spots on the breasts of adults; grayish-brown on the head, neck, 
back, and wings. Distinguishable from other dark geese in Alaska by their pink bills, 
orange legs (young birds have yellow legs); named for their white faces. 

Characteristics:  Distinctive for V-shaped flocks; medium sized goose; among the first 
waterfowl to return in the spring. 
Habitat:  Wetland near lakes, rivers, streams and ponds. Breed in Alaska; Pacific Flyway; 
nest in the Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta and Bristol Bay, and winter from central California 
to Mexico. 
  
Call sounds: High pitched call “kow-kow-kow;” three-note laughing call. 
 

©Alaska Department of Fish and Game  
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 Brant Length: 24-25 inches; Weight: 3 ¼ - 3 ¾ lbs.  
 
Sea geese found occasionally in Alaska. 
Description:  Small, compact. Black head and 
neck, blackish-brown back and wings, darkish 
breast, and white belly; white “necklace” 
about mid-neck. 
 
Characteristics:  Travel in wavy lines low to 
the water. Flight is swift in irregular and 
changing flock patterns. 

 
Habitat: Called the “sea goose” because they 
are never far from salt water; Pacific Brant -
wintering south of Baja, California in the 
Pacific and sometimes nesting in Yukon-
Kuskokwim Delta. Atlantic Brant wintering from Virginia northward. 
 

 Lesser Snow Geese; medium-sized 4 - 7 lbs  
 

Two types: Greater Snows along the 
Atlantic coast; and the Lesser Snows 
which are found in Alaska. The Lesser 
Snow Geese are also known as Blue 
geese. Dark-bodied “blue phase” snow 
geese, common in the eastern Canadian 
arctic, have been seen rarely in Alaska. 

Description:  Completely white except 
for their black wing tips. Adult birds 
have pink legs and a pink bill, while the 
young have grayish-brown bills and 
legs and feathers tending to sooty-gray.  

Characteristics:  Most snow geese in Alaska are spring and fall migrants, stopping to feed 
and rest on their routes to and from other nesting grounds in the Canadian artic. 
Habitat:  Wetland near lakes, rivers, streams and ponds. Breed in Canadian artic; migrate 
spring and autumn through Alaska feeding in wetlands. 
 

  

©Alaska Department of Fish and Game 

©Alaska Department of Fish and Game
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Swans – The swans are the first spring waterfowl to arrive in the area around mid-
April. They are easily spotted by their long graceful necks and can also be seen with their 
heads submerged as they 
feed on underwater 
vegetation.  
 
Swans pair with mates for  
life, usually as 2-year-olds. 
 
During the spring and fall 
people have harvested 
swans with snares and 
guns. Swans were harvested more   
in the spring when food was scarce  
because they returned earlier and were larger in size than other birds. 
 
Swan down is said to be the warmest down for bedding and cold weather clothing. Swan 
leg and foot skin make the best water containers. 

Trumpeter swans and Tundra swans are the two species of swans native to North 
America, both nesting in Alaska. The tundra swan was formerly named the whistling 
swan.  

 Trumpeter Swans Length: 65 in. Weight: 22-28 lbs. Wing span: 6-8 ft.  

The trumpeter was considered an endangered species by the early 1900s. Hunting of 
swans was stopped soon after that. In 1954, breeding trumpeters were discovered in 
Alaska. In 1968, an extensive survey of known Alaska breeding habitat by the U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife Service counted 2,844 trumpeters, and trumpeters were taken off the 
national endangered species list, but classified as rare or endangered in some other states. 

Description: Both male and female have identical all-white plumage; some Alaskan, iron-
rich marshes stain their head and neck feathers a rusty color. Angular wedge-shaped head 
profile, with the black of the bill appearing to merge with the eye. Their bills are all 
black, with a red border on the lower jaw. 

Characteristics:  The trumpeter is the world's largest member of the waterfowl family. 
 

Habitat: Wetland near lakes, rivers, streams and ponds; nest site marsh near a small lake. 
 
Food:  Attracted to abundant aquatic vegetation swans eat foliage, seeds, and tubers of 
various marsh plants, pondweeds, sedge, bulrush, water milfoil, widgeon grass, and pond 
lily and have learned to eat in agricultural fields, on vegetables, winter wheat, and 
unharvested grain. 

  
Call sounds: Deep, French horn-like call. 
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 Tundra Swans (Whistling Swans) Length: 52 in. Weight: 16 lbs 

It is difficult to distinguish from their close relative, the Trumpeter, when seen in the 
field. The Tundra swan is smaller, two-thirds the size of Trumpeters. 

Description:  Both male and female have identical all white plumage; adult tundra swans 
frequently, but not always, have a yellow spot on their black bill near the eye. Their 
profile suggests a forehead and the eye appears separate from the bill. 

Characteristics:  Breed from northwest Alaska through the Canadian arctic, and migrate 
across the continent to winter on the Atlantic coast; very territorial around nest area; both 
male and female tundra swans take turns incubating the eggs. 

 
Habitat: Nest on elevated sites near large ponds or lakes that have emergent plant beds; 
prefer wetland marshes, ponds and lakes. 
 
Food: Attracted to abundant aquatic vegetation. Swans eat foliage, seeds, and tubers of 
various marsh plants, pondweeds, sedge, bulrush, water milfoil, widgeon grass and pond 
lily, and have learned to eat in agricultural fields, on vegetables, winter wheat, and 
unharvested grain. 
 
Call sounds: Higher “whoop” than the deep, French horn-like call of the Trumpeter; high 
pitched yodel-like. 
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Cranes – Cranes are large long-legged, long-necked wading birds. The only species of 
crane that occurs regularly in Alaska is the Sandhill Crane. 
 

 Sandhill Crane 3-4 feet tall      
 
Most of the Sandhill cranes nest in Alaska and winter in Texas, New Mexico, northern 
Mexico, and thousands return to the Platt River of Nebraska during their annual 
migration. Most of these birds migrate to Alaska through the Platt River area in middle 
part of the lower ’48 into Canada and enter the Alaska Range through the Tanana Valley. 
 
Sandhill cranes have been harvested with bow and arrows but snares are the preferred 
method because they are easier to use and more likely to quickly kill the bird. Snares are 
placed at crane feeding grounds where food is abundant. When using gun or bow and 
arrow, hunters aim for the head for a quick kill so the bird does not suffer. 
 
Hunters sang crane songs to which the cranes would sing back and jump around so the 
hunter could find them. Caution must be used when approaching a wounded crane 
because the bird’s long bill can pierce a person and can even kill him. 
 
Description: Color is slate blue. Immature cranes are 
more brownish, and adults often have a brown stain 
over the back; their bare face and forehead are red; long 
legs, a long neck and a long sharp-pointed bill. 
 
Characteristics: In flight the long neck is held 
outstretched and the long legs are straight out behind. 
Cranes are long-lived birds, living as many as 60-80 
years. They return every year to the same or nearly the 
same place to nest. 
  
Habitat: Prefer wetland marshes, ponds and lakes 
Nest open marshy tundra. Many nest in the lower 
Kuskokwim and Yukon River areas. 
 
Food: Often stop in fields to feed on waste corn and 
grain; forage for plants, small mammals, insects, frogs and small rodents. 
 
Call sounds: Cranes are continually calling to keep contact with mate and family 
members; the call develops during the second or third year and is a complex extended 
series of notes. 
 
Other Notes: Dancing is a part of courtship, during which cranes choose a mate for life. 
Dancing is not limited to courtship, but is a part of the Sandhill crane’s social interaction 
with other cranes on a regular basis for no apparent reason. 
 

www.ankn.uaf.edu/publications/clipart
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Activity 5 – Waterfowl Behavior 
 

 
 
  

 
1. Read and discuss the information on Waterfowl behavior: 

(See information sections following activity list) 
 

 Duck Behavior: The Mallard 
 Canada Goose Behavior 
 Sandhill Crane Behavior 

 
2. Divide class into three groups: 

 
 Assign one of the behavior studies to each group 
 Have group discuss the information 
 Have group research more information 

 
3. Have the group prepare a presentation on behavior study: 

 
 Prepare outline to summarize what they learned 
 Make and present visual display of information 
 Tell or act out a story in the Native tradition about the behavior studied  

(Story can be made up or traditional story passed down.) 
 
4. Have each group give their presentation and other students take notes and ask 

questions. 
 

5. Older students can write a short summary of presentation in learning logs. Younger 
students can draw a picture about the presentation with some key label words. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

www.ankn.uaf.edu/publications/clipart 
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Information: Waterfowl Behavior  
Source of Information: Alaska Department of Fish and Game,  Pictures Alaska Wildlife 
Notebook Series, http://www.adfg.state.ak.us/pubs/notebook/notehome.php 
Dance of the Sandhill Crane. picture courtesy of Richard Crestensen. 
 
Information Sources: Stokes Nature Guides: A Guide to Bird Behavior. by Donald W. 
Stokes; Bird Traditions of the Lime Village Area Dena’ina. – ANKN/UAF; Crane Music: 
A Natural History of American Cranes. by Paul A. Johnsgard  
 

Duck Behavior: The Mallard  
 

Mallards have the most active courtship behavior from September to April.  The displays 
are more spectacular in groups with three or more males doing intricate movement 
patterns almost simultaneously though they can 
be rather subtle and easy to miss.  The patterns 
usually begin with a noticeable head or tail 
shake.  Pintails and Widgeons are closely 
related and have similar displays. 

 
Head and tail shake:  Both begin with the 
head held close to the body so that the neck 
ring is concealed.  In the tail shake, the tail is 
shaken from side to side.  In the common head 
shake, the head is shaken from side to side and in more intense versions the head is 
arched and the breast comes up out of the water and the head is shaken from side to side.  
The wings are not flapped as they are in the bathing movement. 

 
Grunt-whistle:  Neck is arched with bill down and whistle is given just before droplets 
of water are tossed in the air. 

 
Slow-Rhaeb:  Drawn-out nasal sound given by male a number of times with pause 
between when they sense danger or disturbance is nearby. 

 
Rhaebrhaeb-call:  A short, nasal sound given by male quickly repeated a number of 
times during aggressive encounters between males. 

 
Inciting-call:  A female’s rapid series of short, percussive notes and is often the best way 
to locate the display among a group of ducks in courtship behavior. 

 
Decrescendo-call:  The female gives a series about seven resonant quacks with a slight 
space between each one and decreasing in loudness and pitch with the second quack 
being the loudest given when the female is uneasy or separated from her mate. 
 
Persistent-Quack:  The female gives a well-spaced series of quacks of the same intensity 
over a longer period of time when she is looking for a nest site and may be given in flight 
or on water. 

www.ankn.uaf.edu/publications/clipart 
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Courtship:  September to April when flocks congregate in large numbers. Male 
competition is indicated when two or more males are swimming around each other on the 
water with their heads drawn close to their bodies. This is the position that the head and 
tail shake displays begin and the Grunt-whistle, head-up-tail-up and down-up activity is 
displayed around one or more females, and is followed by the male whistle-call. The 
short whistle-call can alert an observer to the courtship behavior. The displays are only a 
few seconds long. The female has one display among the group displays: nod-swimming 
where she rapidly swims among the males with her head low to the water. This causes the 
male to display in response. 
 
Pair formation is displayed between just a male and a female outside the group with 
acceptance signs.  The female is the most obvious with inciting display as she follows her 
chosen mate. She makes an inciting-call which is a rapid series of short percussive notes 
when a strange male approaches and the female swims closer to the mate and flicks her 
bill from side to side. The male mate responds by leading – turning the back of his head 
toward the female and swimming slowly away and the female follows. 
 
Another pair formation display is mock- preening, which utilizes the bright blue 
speculum of the mallard’s wings. The bird places its bill behind one wing and then 
spreads the wing, like opening a fan, with its wing toward the chosen mate. This behavior 
is displayed by both male and female. It is the most visually striking. 
 
After pairing, the female will make the decrescendo-call, a series of resonant quacks 
decreasing in loudness and pitch when separated from her mate. 
 
Forced mating occurs in the late spring and early summer when males try to forcibly 
mate females. Unlike pair formation, there are no courtship displays. The male chases the 
female, steps on her back, takes her head feathers in his beak and mounts the female. The 
female usually gives out an aggressive call and sometimes a dodging flight chase results. 
 
Nest building:  The pair flies together with the female in the lead. The nest searching 
may continue for a week marked by the female’s persistent-quack -- well-spaced series of 
quacks of the same intensity over a longer period of time. The persistent-quack continues 
decreasing only after the first egg is laid.  

 
The nest is built entirely by the female, first with just scrapping the ground and after the 
eggs are laid, the nest is built up with a collection of leaves, grasses and reeds. During 
egg incubation, down from the female’s breast is added to the nest lining. The birds will 
nest in open fields, in tall grasses and even muskrat homes. 

 
During this time, mallard territory mating behavior can be observed: A lone pair of ducks 
in the same small area for over a week with some defensive behavior by the male. From 
the start of nest-building until incubation, the male defends the area of open water and 
reeds no more than one hundred yards from the nest.  The territory usually includes open 
water area, open land area and a dense cover for protection. 
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Three clues help you to recognize a mallard’s territory: (1) you will see just the male or 
pair in the same area for 2 weeks; (2) if flushed in flight will return to same area; (3) they 
do not allow other mallards in area except for occasional first-year male. 

 
How to locate a nest:  In early spring, look in woods and fields in cattails near water up 
to 100 feet from water but usually closer. Listen for persistent quacking. Look for lone 
females in nesting habitats. Watch for mallard territorial mating behavior and activity 
near territory. 
 
Breeding: Eggs: 8-10; Incubation:  23 days average; Fledgling stage: 50 – 60 days; 
Brood: 1 
 
The female lays her eggs early in the morning, usually one per day until the clutch is 
complete. Female joins male between egg-laying in their territory. When egg-laying is 
finished, she begins incubation full time, with one or two visits daily to the territory 
where she drives the male away from his defense position. 

 
The ducklings only stay in the nest for the first day. On the second day the ducklings are 
led by the female to the nearest water where they bathe, preen and feed. During the early 
stage, the ducklings are brooded over by the female in loafing spots. (Loafing areas are 
open land area for preening and resting.)  As ducklings mature, they sleep by themselves 
near the female. The female and brood are very aggressive with other females pecking 
them and even drowning them if they come too close. When ducklings can fly, the female 
leaves them to find a protective area to molt. 

 
Plumage:  Mallards go through two molts a year. In the late summer and fall, a complete 
molt occurs when the male acquires the well-known green head and light colored body. 
In the early to mid-summer, both male and female go through a molt of only the body 
feathers, not the wings or the tail. During this molt, the male acquires the eclipse plumage 
with plumage exactly like that of the female. Most birds assume their brightest plumage 
in the spring but the mallard has the brightest plumage in the fall and winter. 
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Geese Behavior: The Canada Goose 
 
During the breeding season, Canada Geese 
have a series of visual and auditory displays 
given by the mated pairs. Knowing these male 
and female behaviors help to distinguish sexes 
of the pairs since there is no difference in the 
plumage.  

 
The Greeting Ceremony is alternating calls of 
the male and female in a well-timed way.  The 
male and female calls are distinctive.  The 
male’s call is a low two syllables “ahonk.”  
The female’s call is higher, usually one syllable: “hink.” 
 
Visual Displays 

 
Bent-Neck:  Male and female. The neck is coiled back and the head is lowered, pointed 
toward opponent in conflict situations sometimes accompanied by hiss-call, a mild threat. 

 
Head-forward:  Male and female. Extended neck with head held low, pointed toward the 
opponent with an “Ahonk-call” from a male, or a “Hink-call” from female; an increased 
threat prior to attack. 

 
Head-Pumping: Male and female. Usually follows head-forward display, the head is 
rapidly lowered and raised in vertical pumping in conflict situations preceding attack. 

 
Upright-Neck: Male and Female. The neck is vertical and straight, and the head is 
horizontal. The body lifted slightly upward indicating alert to possible danger. 

 
Head-down: Male and female. The head and neck are down and drawn into breast in an 
act of submission to a more dominant goose. 

 
Head-Flip: Both male and female. With the head straight up the bird flips its head from 
side to side accompanied by quiet grunts given when disturbed and prior to movement to 
walk or fly away. 

 
Rolling: Male and female. With the head in a horizontal position, the head is rotated in 
like the head-flip but more vigorously accompanied by the “Ahonk” call of the male or 
the “Hink” call of the female. May be followed by head-pumping given as an aggressive 
gesture between males and as part of the greeting ceremony in courtship between male 
and female. 

 
Neck-dipping: Male and female. Rhythmically and repeatedly dips its whole neck 
repeatedly into the water often done with another bird as a pre-mating display between 
male and female. 

©Alaska Department of Fish and Game  
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Head-up: Male and female. Two birds with their necks extended lift their heads up at a 
slight angle often occurring after mating and is done together. 

 
Canada Goose Territories:  Canada geese are very aggressive defenders of their 
territory. If you approach too closely, they will charge and can inflict a bad bruise with 
their beak or wings. 

 
Canada geese have well-defined territories. When the nest area is chosen, the male will 
defend a large area surrounding it while the female will only defend the nest area. If 
another goose approaches, the male will give the Rolling display with loud bursts of 
“Ahonk-call.”  If intruder does not leave, attack follows including aggressive displays. 

 
Once the young are hatched and can move about, the male stops defending territory and 
other geese are allowed to enter. 
 
Nest building:  Placement of the nest is on the ground at the edge of open water, or on 
small hummocks. The outside of the nest is 16-20 inches around and is made of cattail 
leaves, grasses and a lining of feathers. The female leads the search for the nesting spot as 
the two swim around possible breeding areas. 

 
If the spot chosen is another goose’s territory already occupied by a nesting female, the 
male of the pair searching for a nesting spot takes the lead and tries to force the female 
out.  If successful, the pair nests there and if not, the pair look for another spot. 

 
It takes the female about four hours to build a nest by hollowing out a shallow place in 
the earth and gathering nearby nesting material. The nest is built around the female as she 
sits or stands in the hollowed out place. 
 
Breeding:  Eggs: average of 5 eggs; Incubation: 28 days; Fledgling stage: 2-3 weeks. 

 
The first egg is laid during the hour following the nest completion with one egg a day laid 
until clutch is complete. Full time incubation starts after the last egg is laid. When the 
female leaves the nest for a few minutes, two or three times a day, she covers the nest 
with leaves or feathers. She is usually joined by male during the time away and they do a 
greeting ceremony. 

 
The young geese are ready to leave the nest almost as soon as they hatch, with brooding 
for the whole first day and the next few days brooded over only at night. The rest of the 
time the young swim around with their parents. 

 
During the fledgling stage, the young can walk, swim and feed on their own but depend 
on their parents for protection. The family moves closely together as a unit. It often is in 
contact with other families and no longer keeps territorial areas. When two families get 
too close, the adults start aggressive displays until the families move apart. The 
differences in these displays, from territorial displays, are that they are done in silence. 
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Plumage:  Adult geese go through one complete molt per year in the midsummer. The 
young are still with the adults and none of the family can fly. They move to a secluded 
area and when threatened use elusive behavior.  In the late summer, when all the family 
can fly, they move into the open areas where there is abundant food, joining with other 
geese to form large flocks. 

 
Migration: Geese move in conspicuous lines or V formation high in the air. They move 
south in the winter and north in the spring.  Wildlife management practices providing 
food in the winter have changed some migration patterns over the last 20 years.  
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Sandhill Crane Behavior 
 

 
     

©Alaska Department of Fish and Game, Richard Carstensen 
 
The Dance of the Sandhill Crane: There is a spring mating dance where the cranes hop 
about on the long legs. Dancing is a part of courtship, during which cranes choose a mate 
for life. The dance of the Sandhill crane is quite spectacular including bowing to each 
other, hopping as high as 20 feet in the air, flapping their wings, jumping from foot to 
foot, and many other elaborate movements.  The cranes’ dance is a part of their social 
interaction as a family.   
 
There are a few common components in all crane dancing. The two major moves are the 
lowering of the head nearly to the ground while lifting and spreading the wings, with a 
sudden raising of the head upward and downstroking of the wings. Jumping often 
accompanies the raising up of the head and the bird may also pick up and throw a stick or 
vegetation. Sometimes two birds perform these movements together standing side by side 
or facing each other. At times a group of cranes can join together in various stages of 
these movements. 

 
Sandhill Crane Migration:  In late August through September, cranes fly in large flocks 
and pass along the Alaskan range in migration to the south. A flock has one or more V 
formations which may have adjoining lines. When the flock enters an upward current, the 
formation breaks apart then the birds circle as they are moved upward. As altitude is 
gained, the flock returns to formation and continues forward. Occasionally, the flock 
lands in the tundra to feed on roots and berries. The call of loud trumpeting can be heard 
from afar. 
 
Cranes arrive later in May than most waterfowl. The cranes are said to leave with the 
swallows and to assist the swallows by carrying them under their wings.  It is said that the 
cranes circle before leaving to signal the swallows that it’s time to leave. 
 
Crane Food Habits: Cranes will often stop in fields to feed on waste corn left after 
harvest. A crane may gain as much as one pound during a several week stop by feeding 
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on waste corn. In the wild, these cranes forage for plants, waste corn and grain, small 
mammals, insects, frogs and small rodents. 
 
Crane Flight: Cranes take to flight by a running start into the wind, jumping into the air, 
and slowly gaining altitude.  Their flight pattern is remarkably different from geese, with 
a shallower wing beat and more rapid upstroke than down stroke. The upstroke becomes 
noticeably more rapid when frightened. 
 
Crane Music: When flying and especially during takeoff and landing, cranes are 
continually calling to keep contact with their mate and family members amid the flock 
movement, with recognition by vocal traits of mate and family members.  Pairs of cranes 
continue in constant calling like a continual conversation, known as crane songs. 

 
The crane’s call develops during the second or third year. Younger cranes go through a 
voice break period near the end of the first year with peeping being replaced with a lower 
more guttural call.  The adult call is a complex extended series of notes uttered by paired 
birds in time-coordinated sequence. They stand in erect posture with wings folded, side 
by side or facing one another.  
 
The vocalizations are the loudest and most penetrating of any species. The crane has a 
natural primary resonating chamber. The female usually utters shorter calls than the male, 
and usually two calls to one of the male’s calls. The notes sound bugle-like.  
 
Crane Behavior: All cranes, older than chicks, sleep while standing up with usually with 
one leg raised. Young birds may sleep in a sitting posture. While sleeping, they tuck the 
head into their scapulas. Cranes rarely, if ever, sleep during incubation, but are constantly 
on alert. 
 
Cranes drink by dipping the bills and tilting them upward to swallow. They eat seeds and 
insects by pecking and scratching. 
 
Preening, feather ruffling and body care activities are part of the social display. Preening 
displays are often silent but the eyes are never off the one that the display is directed 
towards. 
 
A common aggressive move is to spread or lower both wings while facing opponent. This 
will move into broken wing behavior in which to decoy an intruder. 
 
The incubation and fledgling stages are longer with cranes, averaging 31-33 days, with 
fledgling period from 60-150 days. The chicks are led away from the nest by both parents 
and into heavier cover. During fledgling stage, the parents undergo their annual molt. 
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Activity 6 – Waterfowl Harvest Math 
 
1. Review the table for Nikolai 2001-2002 subsistence harvest table  
      (Source of Information: Alaska Department of Fish and Game). 

Locate the different waterfowl harvested 
Compare with the different waterfowl previously studied 

 
2. Have the class discuss the different kinds of waterfowl harvested, the number of birds 

harvested and the amount of meat the birds yielded. Record comparison information 
on chart paper. 

 
Examples: Most harvested waterfowl, the bird harvested the least, the bird type 
yielding the most meat. 

 
3. Consider the overhaul Duck harvest figures 
 

 Amount of edible pounds harvested 
 Amount of birds harvested 

 
4. Estimate the amount of hunting days it took to bring in the Nikolai 2001-2002 duck 

harvest if seven hunters were harvesting, and the average hunter’s ducks per day was 
4 ducks. 

 
Where  D = Total ducks harvested  

7 = number of hunters 
4 = each hunter’s daily take 
d = ducks per day when all hunters hunt 
T = total days 

 
 Estimate number of harvest days if all 7 hunters hunt the same days 
 
Calculate total ducks per day when all 7 hunters hunt  
 
7 x 4 = d 
 
Calculate number of days for duck harvest; divide D (Total duck harvest) by d 
(total of all ducks per day) 
 
D/d = T 

 
 Estimate number of harvest days if 4 hunters hunt on different days from 

other hunters 
 

Where A = additional days and N = new total harvest days 
 
Calculate additional days for harvest 
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4 x T = A 
 
Calculate new total harvest days for Duck Harvest 
 
T + A = N 
 

5. Estimate the 1984 Duck Harvest from 2001-2002 Duck Harvest. 
 

The ADF&G report indicates the Nikolai 2001-2002 harvest was slightly less than 
½ of 1984 harvest. 
 
Calculate an estimate for 1984 duck harvest by using the 2001-2002 data. Where 
E = earlier duck harvest of 1984 and T = 2001-2002 duck harvest 

 
2 x T > E 

 
 The 1984 duck harvest would be close to the figure calculated. 

 
6. Brainstorm other calculations you can make from 2001-2002 figures. 

 
Activity 7 – Waterfowl Identification Field Trip 
 
1. Prepare class for a field trip to identify waterfowl in the area, by reviewing type of 

waterfowl you could view based on Elder(s) sharing and information studied. 
 

2. Select area waterfowl is mostly likely available for viewing. 
 
3. Take class to area and practice quiet approach, selecting best camouflaged viewing 

position, being still, alert, and waiting. 
 
(Note: this activity can be done as a class or, if available, paired in with Elders or 
experienced hunters groups of 2-3) 
 
4. Have students survey area with eyes and binoculars for waterfowl. Take pictures 

and/or video any waterfowl and waterfowl activity and make audio recording (or 
video w/audio track) of any waterfowl sounds. 
 

5. After the field trip, discuss with class what they observed and make a list of 
waterfowl identified. 

 
6. Process any pictures and video and audio recordings made on the field trip and view 

and discuss with class. 
 
7. Older students write a summary of the field trip in learning log. Younger students 

draw a pictorial sequence of the field trip. 
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Lesson Two – Upland Game Birds 

Objectives: 
 
 Respectful interaction with Elders through active listening and proper 

communication. 
 Older students develop skill in note taking in their learning logs. 
 Younger students develop in drawing picture representation and pictures in 

sequencing to demonstrate what they have learned. 
 Students retell what is shared with them in class discussions. 
 Understand the history of upland bird hunting. 
 Make field guide cards for identifying upland birds. 
 Understand basic behavior facts about upland birds. 
 Observe and identify different upland birds at on-site locations. 
 Learn traditional names for area upland birds. 
 Practice identifying potential upland bird areas.  
 Complete one upland bird field observation. 
 Identify upland birds in field observation. 

 
Resources and Materials: 
 
 Copies of teaching sections: 

o “Hunting Grouse and Ptarmigan”  
o “Grouse Information” 
o “Ptarmigan Information” 
o “Upland Game Bird Behavior” 
 An Upper Kuskokwim Athabascan Elder(s)  
 Book: “Gone Again Ptarmigan” by Jonathan London (and/or other 

stories about Grouse or Ptarmigan behavior)  
 Chart paper, markers  
 Individual learning log notebooks 
 Individual unit file folders 
 Art supplies for younger students 
 KWL (Know – Want to know – Learn) chart (see appendix) 
 Computer with internet access and printer 
 Resource books and materials 
 Large index cards or card stock cut into cards 
 Camera, digital if available, Video recorder and/or Audio recorder/equipment 
 Binoculars 
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Activity 1 – Upland Bird Hunting History  
 
1. Read “Hunting Grouse and Ptarmigan” (See Teaching section below). 

 
2. Read the story as a group with younger students, have a summary discussion of key 

points. Older students read story individually and record summary in their learning 
logs. 
 

Elder Teaching for Bird Hunting  
Source of Information: Alaska Department of Fish and Game (Stokes, Jeff, p.170) 

 
Hunting Grouse and Ptarmigan 

 
Game birds, including grouse and ptarmigan, were seasonally 
harvested by early day hunters in great numbers during the fall 
and early winter, primarily near the Alaska Range. 
 
Spruce grouse or "chickens" as they are locally called are the 
most commonly sought game bird species among area 
residents. Hunted in the late fall and early winter, spruce 
grouse often are taken along gravel bars in the early morning or 
in the woods during the day. Most hunters employ  

                    
-22 caliber rifles for hunting these birds. They are processed in a manner  
similar to that described above for waterfowl.  
 
Willow and sharp tail grouse (ch'iłtwle, trok'wda), spruce grouse (dish), and ptarmigan 
(k'ots'ima, dilgima), are sometimes taken by area inhabitants. The grouse are generally 
hunted during the fall months along rivers. Profiled in leafless cottonwood (t′ighis) 
(aspen), alder (k′isr), or willow (k′wy′) plants and trees, grouse are usually shot with .22 
caliber rifles. All three species of grouse are generally most intensively sought by 
younger men, although spruce grouse also are taken by older men and by some women of 
all ages as well. 
 
The appearance of ptarmigan in the riverine areas near Upper Kuskokwim settlements 
during the winter is not an annual occurrence, but instead occurs when they leave their 
wintering areas in the Alaska Range foothills due to adverse weather conditions that 
make feeding difficult. 
 
Ptarmigan are most often taken with .22 caliber rifles or small-gauge shotguns. While 
some area households occasionally eat ptarmigan, many consider the meat to have an 
unpleasant taste. Consequently, it is not an important element in the contemporary Upper 
Kuskokwim diet.     

 
 Resource books and materials(78) 
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 Video/audio recording equipment 
 
Upland Game Birds:  The Upland birds are Grouse and Ptarmigan, which are chicken-
like birds that forge on the ground and in trees when the snow gets deep. 
 
The grouse and the ptarmigan grow snowshoes every fall to early winter to help them 
walk on snow. Grouse grow scale-like projections along both sides of their toes and 
ptarmigan develop dense feathers on both the bottom and top of each foot.  The 
ptarmigan’s claws grow before each winter to give them crampons for walking on ice. 
 
Information Source: Alaska’s Birds, A Guide to Selected Species, by Robert H. 
Armstrong  
 
3. Return to the KWL (Know – Want to know – Learn) chart for this unit.  

Titled: “Bird Hunting” started in Lesson One: 
 

 From class discussion on what students know about upland game birds (grouse 
and ptarmigan) add information to “What we KNOW”. 

 Brainstorm what they would like to know about upland birds and record under 
“What we WANT to know.” 

 Save the chart for future reference during the unit to add to “What we 
LEARNED.” 

 
4. Have a class discussion to share what students know about waterfowl and waterfowl 

hunting record under “What we Know” column. 
 
5. Brainstorm what they would like to know about waterfowl and waterfowl hunting and 

record under “What we Want to know” column.  
 
7. Save the chart for future reference during the unit to add to what you have learned. 
 
Activity 2 – Elder(s) Share on Upland Birds 

 
1. Invite an Elder or group of Elders to share on grouse and ptarmigan. If appropriate 

relationally with particular Elder(s), obtain permission to make videotape and/or 
audio recording. 
  

2. Prepare students before hand to receive the Elder(s), practice listening skills, and how 
to properly ask questions.  
 

 Review active listening points, communication points, and preferring of 
Elders points (Refer to “Elders in the Classroom” by Roby Littlefield). 

 
 Review list on chart paper previously made of the key points to remember to 

honor and receive from time spent with Elder(s) from previous group 
discussion on interacting with Elders. 
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3. Brainstorm with students questions to ask the Elder(s) and make a list of questions on 

chart paper. Older students can copy list in the learning logs. 
 

Examples: 
 

 Types of grouse and ptarmigan for harvest 
 Upper Kuskokwim dialect names for different upland game birds hunted 
 Stories about grouse and ptarmigan 
 Winter hunting of upland game birds 

 
4. Introduce and welcome the Elder(s) to the class and give the Elder(s) liberty to share 

on waterfowl. (If appropriate, videotape and/or audio recording set up and ready to 
go.) 

 
5. As the Elder(s) shares, older students can take a few notes especially on points that 

answer some of the questions listed.  (Remind students before hand that listening and 
honoring the Elder is more important than note taking, so that note taking should be 
quick and short. Teacher should take notes for follow up discussion with class.) 

 
6. Make a list of Upper Kuskokwim names for birds, activities and areas as Elder(s) 

share. 
 
7. At the appropriate time, students can ask additional questions and older students can 

record the answers to questions in their learning logs. 
 
8. Have a review and discussion with the class about what the Elder(s) shared and make 

a list on chart paper of key points. 
 
9. Record information on traditional names of grouse and ptarmigan on chart paper and 

older students record in learning logs. 
 
10. Older students can write a short report on the time with the Elder(s). Younger 

students can draw a picture about the Elder’s sharing with some key label words. 
 
11. Fill in KWL chart about what they learned from the Elder(s) sharing time. 
 
12. Students keep all unit materials in individual unit file. 
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Activity 3 – Upland Bird Field Guide 
 
1. Begin upland birds field guide cards: Write the English and the Upper Kuskokwim 

name of each type of grouse and ptarmigan to be identified on a separate index card 
or precut card. 

 
 Spruce grouse-Dish 
 Ruffed grouse-Trok′wda 
 Sharp-tailed grouse-Ch′iłtwle 
 Blue Grouse 
 Willow Ptarmigan-Dilgima 
 Rock Ptarmigan-K′ots′ima, Dziłk′ola 
 White-tailed Ptarmigan-Dilgima 

 
2. Find and print picture of each from internet (or use picture provided by teacher) and 

cut out and glue picture to appropriate card. 
 

3. Read provided information on each duck (Refer to following Grouse Information and 
Ptarmigan Information sections), utilize resource material and internet to find 
information to find out and record the following information on each field guide card:  
 Size: length and weight 
 Description: (physical identifying traits) 
 Characteristics: (distinguishing characteristics and other identifying traits)  
 UK name: (provided by Elder) 
 Other names: (if any and can list scientific name) 
 Habitat: (description) 
 Wintering Area: (region or more specific if available) 
 Nest: (description) 
 Food: 
 Call: (Sounds) 

 
(Note: Class can work together, with partners or small groups) 
 
4. Students keep all unit materials in individual unit file. 
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Grouse Information:  
Pictures Alaska Wildlife Notebook Series., Source of Information: Alaska Department of 
Fish and Game http://www.adfg.state.ak.us/pubs/notebook/notehome.php, 
 “Grouse and Ptarmigan Pictures” courtesy of R.T. Wallen. 
 
Information Sources:  Alaska’s Birds, A Guide to Selected Species, by Robert H. 
Armstrong. Bird Traditions of the Lime Village Area Dena’ina – ANKN/UAF; Wildlife 
Notebook Series. Source of information: Alaska Department of Fish and Game 
http://www.gamebirdhunts.com/hunting-news/detail.asp?iArt=244&iType=22. 
 

 Spruce grouse  
 
Spruce grouse are very tame and easily approached. A female on the nest can sometimes 
be caught by hand.   

Description:  Male -- mostly gray, black and white with a red comb over the eye that is 
most visible in the spring.  Female -- browner than males and tail is barred but the tip 
brown. Brown-tipped tail distinguishes the spruce grouse from the ruffed and sharp-tailed 
grouse.  

Characteristics:  The Spruce grouse makes a whirring sound with their wings. When in 
flight, the spruce grouse makes a sharp crackling or snapping sound by beating their 
wings together. Need pebbles or gravel to supply gizzard for trituration. 

Food:  They feed on spruce needles in the winter; cranberry, blueberry, crowberry, and 
spiraea growing on a thick carpet of mosses; flowers, green leaves and berries—
particularly blueberries and mountain cranberries. Insects are an important food for newly 
hatched chicks 
 
Habitat: Birch-spruce forest; often sit in spruce trees; stream beds or natural bank cuts 
with pebbles and also will be found near gravel roads; most common around wooded 
valleys along the upper Kuskokwim, Yukon and Tanana rivers.  
 
Notes: Known as spruce hens or 
spruce chickens. 

                                 
 Ruffed Grouse     

Description:  Male-- dark ruff on 
each side of the neck (puffs out during 
courtship), a small crest on top of the 
head. Two color phases: red and gray, 
Females-- similar but lack the ruff and 
crest, but puffs up and ruffles her 

feathers when defending nest.                     
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Both have broad black band near the tip of the tail.  

Characteristics:  Male Ruffed grouse makes a sound called drumming by rapidly beating 
their wings while sitting on their favorite log or tree perch. The trapped air under the 
beating wings makes a thumping that sounds like a motor starting in the distance. 

Food:  Prefer berries, insects and seeds. Fall foods include blueberries, highbush 
cranberries, rose hips, and aspen buds. Major winter foods are the buds and twigs of 
aspen, willow, and soapberry.  
 
Habitat: Live in deciduous and mixed woods. In summer and fall, these birds are often 
found in alder thickets and willow bottoms, as well as in spruce-birch forests and aspen 
groves. In winter, aspen-dominated forests are preferred. 
  
Call sounds: Females make a shrill cry when defending nest; males make drumming 
sound described above during courtship. 
 

 Sharp-tailed Grouse     
 
Description:  The short pointed tail and the white spots on the wings; male and females 
are very similar. 

 
Characteristics: In late April 
and early May, the male Sharp-
tailed grouse gather at dawn on 
a communal dancing ground to 
circle about while drumming 
their feet, making rasping 
sounds with their tails and 
popping sounds with their 
bulging air sacs. 

 
Food:  Paper birch buds and 
catkins are a staple part of their winter diet. Grass seeds, leaf fragments, insects, aspen 
buds, and berries are consumed when available. 
 
Habitat: Prefer brushy grasslands in valleys of the Yukon River, Upper Koyukuk, Upper 
Kuskokwim, Tanana, and Upper Copper Rivers; Sharp-tail abundance is linked to 
wildfires because of their preference for grass and shrub rather than forest; timberline and 
muskeg are a source of habitat. 
  
Call sounds: Male makes popping sounds with their bulging air sacs during courtship.  

 
 
 
 

©R.T. Wallen, Alaska Department of 
 Fish and Game Wildlife Notebook Series 
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 Blue Grouse  

(not found in interior Alaska – but an 
important species)  
 
The Blue grouse is found only in 
temperate coastal rain forests of 
Southeast Alaska. The largest of the 
grouse species of Alaska, males can 
weigh much as 3 ½ pounds. They are 
called hooters, for their prominent 
springtime mating call. 
 
Description:  Very similar in appearance to other grouse, but bigger and feathers have a 
blue-gray hue that blends with alpine firs; male has fan tail and white neck ruff. 

 
Characteristics:  Found in coastal rain forest areas of Southeast Alaska. 

 
Food:  Various berries and insects; forest mossy floor and foraging vegetation. 
 
Habitat: Muskegs and alpine areas and near timberline among dwarfed Alpine firs. 
  
Call sounds: “Hooting” prominent springtime mating call; the sound is similar to 
someone blowing into a bottle or jug, and sometimes dozens of the birds can be heard 
calling at once. 
 
Ptarmigan Information 
Pictures courtesy of R.T. Wallen, Source of Information: Alaska Department of Fish and 
game Wildlife Notebook Series. 
http://www.adfg.state.ak.us/pubs/notebook/notehome.php. 
 
Information Sources:  Alaska’s Birds, , A Guide to Selected Species. by Robert H. 
Armstrong; Bird Traditions of the Lime Village Area Dena’ina. – ANKN/UAF; Wildlife 
Notebook Series. Source of Information Alaska Department of Fish and Game  
http://www.gamebirdhunts.com/hunting-news/detail.asp?iArt=244&iType=22. 
 
Ptarmigan look just like small grouse except that their feet and toes are feathered, their 
wings are white all year, and they have pure white body plumage in winter.  
 
Like the grouse, ptarmigan are notorious for their here-today, gone-tomorrow 
populations, going from superabundance and virtual absence in just a few years. The 
causes of the rapid population changes remain a mystery. 
 
  

©R.T. Wallen, Alaska Department of 
 Fish and Game Wildlife Notebook Series 
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 Willow Ptarmigan -- Alaska's state bird    
 
Largest of the three interior ptarmigan species 
 
Description:  Have feathered feet and their wings are white all year, and pure white 
body. Plumage in winter distinguish the ptarmigan from the grouse. 

 
Characteristics: Preference for willow 
diet in winter, and willow lower areas 
distinguish it from other ptarmigans.  

 
Food:  In the winter, eat willow buds, 
willow twigs, and a little birch. In 
spring, insects, wintered berries, new 
leaves, and flowers, and in summer 
add caterpillars or beetles. Late 
summer into fall, berries, seeds and 
buds until winter diet returns with the 
snow. 
 
Habitat: Mountain ranges and alpine lake areas, and in the winter the willow-birch forest 
areas bordering the alpine lake regions; open rolling tundra or high-country settings.  
 
Call sounds: Most verbal of the ptarmigans. Male has a rich voice (except during mating 
competition) and some of its calls sound like words like “go-back,” and the higher 
pitched female call sounds like the answering “come ‘ere”.  Highly social conversation 
goes on among the flock with many different calls resembling a comforting talk. During 
the mating territorial aggressive times, the male makes gargling, croaking, and screaming 
noises (like other ptarmigan). 
 

 White-tailed Ptarmigan  Weight: 10 ½ ounces – 1 ½ lbs 
 
The White-tailed Ptarmigan is the smallest ptarmigan. The White-tailed ptarmigan lives 
at a higher altitude than other types of ptarmigan. 
 
Description: Have feathered feet and their wings are white all year, and pure white body 
plumage in winter distinguishes the ptarmigan from the grouse; named for solid-white tail 
fans (willow and rock ptarmigan tails are bordered by black feathers). 
 
Characteristics:  Lives at a higher altitude than other types of ptarmigan. 

 
Food:  In winter, White-tails mix buds and catkins of willow, birch, and alder in varying 
amounts. In spring, insects, wintered berries, new leaves, and flowers. In summer, they 
add caterpillars or beetles. In late summer, into fall berries, seeds and buds until winter 
diet returns with snows. 

©R.T. Wallen, Alaska Department of 
 Fish and Game Wildlife Notebook Series 
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Habitat: Mountain ranges and alpine lake areas; high among rough rocky areas and 
boulder-strewn ridges close to glaciers or snowfields; rolling tundra to the high country 
and the Interior forests. 

Call sounds: Male sounds makes gargling, croaking, and screaming noises during the 
mating territorial time (like other ptarmigan). 
 

 Rock Ptarmigan 
 
The Rock ptarmigan is smaller than the 
Willow ptarmigan. It is quieter but 
makes a deep throaty bass sound. They 
live at higher elevation than the willow 
ptarmigan, but not atz the elevation 
preferred by White-tailed ptarmigan. 
 
Description:  Have feathered feet and 
their wings are white all year, and pure 
white body, plumage in winter 
distinguishes the ptarmigan from the 
grouse. 

 
Characteristics: Where the willows 
give way to shale slides, rock outcroppings and upended carpets of alpine heather is a 
preferred place. 
 
Food:  Berries, seeds and buds preferred and a few insects; winter mix buds of willow, 
birch, and alder. 

Habitat: In Alaska, the Rock ptarmigan live in all major treeless areas except the flat 
tundra preferring higher elevation of rough rocky areas and boulder-strewn ridges close 
to glaciers or snowfields.  

Call sounds: Male’s call is low and guttural, not bird like, similar to a bullfrog or deep 
voice of the sheep; male sounds make gargling, croaking, and screaming noises during 
the mating territorial time (like other ptarmigan). 
 

©R.T. Wallen, Alaska Department of 
 Fish and Game Wildlife Notebook Series 
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Activity 4 – Grouse and Ptarmigan Behavior 
 
1. Read and discuss  Gone Again Ptarmigan. by Jonathan London (or other stories and 

books on Ptarmigan and grouse behavior and seasonal changes). 
 
2. Read and discuss information on Upland Bird Behavior  (See information section 

following): 
Grouse behavior 
Ptarmigan behavior 
Behavior differences among species 
How does known behavior help with hunting upland birds 

 
3. Research and discuss the choice of Willow Ptarmigan as Alaska’s state bird by school 

children of Alaska.  
 

Based on bird’s behavior, discuss pros and cons of the selection: 
 Alaska is truly home - Willow Ptarmigan is a year round resident 
 Adaptations for winter survival 
 Winter subsistence staple food 
 Weak image – why not an eagle or hawk? 
 More attractive, intelligent and unusual choices 

 
4. Divide the group into small groups or partners: Support ptarmigan choice groups and 

oppose ptarmigan choice groups (Make sure there are some of both): 
 

 Make poster in support of their view containing information supporting their 
choice. 

 Those opposed to Ptarmigan must select an alternative choice and present 
information in support of their choice. 

 Have each group give a presentation in support of their opinion. After all the 
presentations are finished, have class vote on the issue and tally the results: 

 
 YES – Willow Ptarmigan should remain Alaska’s state bird 
X    NO – Willow Ptarmigan should not be Alaska’s state bird 
 

5. Older students can write a short summary of upland bird behavior in learning logs. 
Younger students can draw a picture about something they learned about bird 
behavior with some key label words.  
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Upland Game Bird Behavior  
 
Information Sources:  Alaska’s Birds, a guide to selected species., by Robert H. 
Armstrong; Bird Traditions of the Lime Village Area Dena’ina. – ANKN/UAF; Wildlife 
Notebook Series. Source of Information: Alaska Department of Fish and Game 
http://www.gamebirdhunts.com/hunting-news/detail.asp?iArt=244&iType=22. 

Abundance of Alaska’s upland game birds varies widely over the years, but does not fit 
classic cycles. The Blue grouse of southeastern Alaska and the Spruce grouse of coastal 
areas are the most stable population among the upland birds and never drop to such low 
levels like the Spruce, Ruffed, and Sharp-tailed grouse, or ptarmigan of Interior Alaska. 
The Interior not only has boom and bust years, but also boom and bust areas with one 
area over populated and another area sparsely populated for no apparent reason.  

Spruce grouse hunters generally try to be out on the clear frosty mornings of September 
and October, when birds are seeking grit at locations where bare soil or gravel is exposed, 
even the gravel in our Alaskan roads is a popular gathering place. 

There is not currently a grouse road kill harvest list, but people have been know to jump 
off of their vehicles and catch a few grouse for dinner at these opportune times!  

Ruffed grouse and Sharp-tails are more difficult to hunt. However, these species can 
sometimes be spotted in the tops of aspens and birches in late fall and winter. 

Spruce Grouse:  In first warm days of April, the male begins courtship behavior 
strutting around with bright red eye combs erect, stiffened wings dropped at his sides, tail 
elevated and fanned, and neck and upper breast feathers ruffed. In May, he also begins to 
perform peculiar aerial displays by flying steeply downward from a tree and settling to 
the ground, rapidly beating his wings, producing a muffled drumming audible for 100 to 
200 yards. 

After mating in May, the hen lays 5 to 9 eggs in a shallow nest usually at the base of a 
spruce tree or underneath a log.  The nest is lined with twigs, leaves and a few feathers. 
The male avoids the hen during incubation and the brooding/rearing period, but he often 
accompanies the hen and brood in late August. 

In late August, they begin frequenting stream sides, lakeshores and roads in early 
morning to secure grit for the coming winter months. The fibrous spruce needles that are 
the sole source of nourishment in winter need the rock particles that are essential for 
grinding. In winter days, the birds rest and feed in spruce trees. On winter nights, they 
roost beneath spruce boughs or go into the “snow roost,”—enclosures in terrain made by 
accumulated snow. The spruce grouse has learned to use the insulating quality of the dry 
snow.  

Ruffled Grouse: Males begin the loud “drumming” in April, marking the onset of the 
breeding season. The cock drums while leaning back on the support provided by the 
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fanned tail. The sound is made by rapidly beating their wings while sitting on their 
favorite log or tree perch. The trapped air under the beating wings makes a thumping that 
sounds like a motor starting in the distance. 
 
Probably no other grouse defends its young with such intensity as the ruffed grouse hen. 
If her shrill cry and bold rush in ruffled plumage are not sufficient to ward off a predator, 
she feigns a broken wing and flutters along the ground in an attempt to distract attention 
from the concealed chicks. The Ruffed grouse hen has adapted to be a natural actress for 
defense. 
 
Hens lay 6 to 14 eggs in a simple depression on the ground, often located at the base of a 
tree. Males do not incubate or help rear the young and do not associate with the broods 
until fall. 
 
Sharp-tailed Grouse: In late April and early May, the male sharp-tailed grouse gather at 
dawn on a communal dancing ground to circle about while drumming their feet, making 
rasping sounds with their tails and popping sounds with their bulging air sacs. The hens 
only participation in the dance is to wander around the dancing ground without any 
visible display. 
 
Males may mate with several females, and a hen may mate with more than one male. In 
late May, hens lay 6 to 15 eggs in a shallow nest on the ground, often far from the 
dancing grounds. The males don’t help much with the incubation or rearing young 
process, but they still hang round the dance grounds like a male club. They are no longer 
loud and aggressive.  The males even like to come around the dancing grounds in the 
winter, but only dance in late April and early May. 

 
In the winter, Sharp-tails burrow into snow at night for insulation and concealment. 
 
Ptarmigan Behaviors 
 
Not so friendly times:  In early spring, all male ptarmigan establish territories and 
become intolerant of other males. It is an interesting spectacle to watch the aerial chases 
as they vigorously defend their territory and hear their “ranting” variety of gargling, 
croaking, and screaming noises. 

Difference is in elevation: The ptarmigan species look very similar, but a slight 
difference in diet, or elevation, separates the species. Sometimes, the three species are 
found on a single mountain, and often two kinds breed close together. There is usually a 
clear altitudinal preference of the various kinds, with Willow ptarmigan living closest to 
timberline, Rock ptarmigan on middle slopes and low ridges, and White-tails high among 
rough rocky areas and boulder-strewn ridges close to glaciers or snowfields.  

The faithful willow ptarmigan male:  The willow ptarmigan mate in pairs, one male 
and one female during the entire breeding season and may even mate in same pairs the 
next season. This is different from male grouse that can mate with several females, and 
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the females may also mate with more than one male. Male ptarmigan show no interest in 
the female once mating is complete. 
 
Unlike grouse and other male ptarmigan, who abandon the female after mating while she 
incubates and raises the chicks alone until fall flocking time, the male willow ptarmigan 
stays with the female while she incubates the eggs and cares for the young. 
 
Male willow ptarmigan stay with the family and don’t hesitate to defend the brood. He 
hides near the female and viciously defends her and attacks any intruder that comes near, 
even humans and grizzly bears. If the female is killed, the male will care for the chicks. 
 
Flocking times:  In autumn, ptarmigan are restlessly forming flocks, dispersing and 
forming again. The birds move around into unfamiliar alpine areas. In late autumn, the 
wandering takes on a pattern; females flock and drift lower down into brushy forest and 
cocks stay close to timberline. 
 
In April and early May, flocks of ptarmigan sometimes number several thousand seeming 
to move as one, going back to their breeding grounds. These huge flocks, perhaps created 
by the funneling effect of river valleys and narrow mountain passes, rapidly disintegrate 
when arriving at the breeding areas. Then the cocks begin to establish and defend their 
territory in the vast stretches of white and brown tundra. 
 
Short regional migration:  Ptarmigan are nomadic in winter. From November to March, 
they move erratically from one sheltered slope or patch of food to another. The birds are 
quite sociable in winter and usually feed and roost in the snow close together. This is a 
form of migration, even though they don’t do the long fly away, but remain in Alaska. 
They have been known to travel 100 to 150 miles before they instinctively return to 
breeding grounds. 
 
Grouse and ptarmigan hunting is fun. You never know what to expect from one trip to the 
next. Looking in grouse or ‘ptarmigan’ terrain with little success for hours when suddenly 
you come upon an outcropping and find yourself surrounded by a flock! 
 
The key to the mystery of locating grouse and the ptarmigan is knowing their habits and 
what they eat during the different seasons…because they will only be where they can eat. 
 
Grouse and ptarmigan hunting can be a serious business, especially in times when the 
moose and caribou are scarce, sending subsistence hunters after upland game in birds in 
earnest. 
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Activity 5 – Upland Bird Spotting Field Trip 
 
1. Prepare class for a field trip to spot upland birds in the area. 

 
Review:  

 Information from the Elders sharing 
 Possible locations where upland birds could find preferred food 
 Upland bird behavior for time of year 

 
2. Select area(s) where opportunity to view upland game bird is mostly likely available.  

 
3. If available, partner 1-2 students with Elders or experienced hunters who know the 

area. Take class to area and practice quiet approaches, selecting best camouflaged 
viewing positions, being still, alert, and waiting.(Note: this activity can be done as a 
class with one Elder or hunter) 

 
While on the field trip: 
 Have students survey area with eyes and binoculars 
 Ask Elder/hunter demonstrate ways to help you see (remember ptarmigan 

especially are good at camouflage) 
 Survey the area for grouse/ptarmigan food availability. 
 Look for evidence of bird activity like tracks and feathers: Ask Elder/hunter to 

demonstrate how to read the evidence. 
 Take pictures and/or video any upland game bird activity. 
 If birds are spotted, determine if they are grouse or ptarmigan.  
 

4. After the field trip, discuss with class what they learned and observed. 
  

 Make a list on chart paper of what they learned and observed, including any 
upland birds identified. 

 Process any pictures and/or video made on the field trip. View them and discuss 
with class. 

 
5. Older students write a summary of the field trip in learning log. Younger students 

draw a pictorial sequence of the field trip. 
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Lesson Three – When and Where to Hunt Birds 
 
Objectives: 
 Respectful interaction with Elders through active listening and proper 

communication. 
 Older students develop skills in note taking in their learning logs. 
 Younger students develop skills in drawing picture representation and sequencing.  
 Students retell what is shared with them in class discussions. 
 Learn the traditional seasonal times of the year for hunting various game birds. 
 Learn the best time of the day and seasonal times for hunting different birds. 
 Review Alaska’s bird hunting regulations and understand requirements for local area 

hunting. 
 Understand how knowing basic facts about game birds determines where to hunt. 
 Understand the process and the role of migration in determining when to hunt. 
 Study the primary flight patterns of migratory birds in North America. 
 Mark primary “flyways” on map of North America. 
 Learn traditional bird hunting areas and Upper Kuskokwim names for the location. 
 Learning the different habitats where Alaska game birds are found and understanding 

habitats is a key to knowing where to hunt for different birds. 
 Label traditional hunting location and different habitat regions on regional map. 
 Label different habitat regions on a map of Alaska. 
 Plan the where and when of a bird hunt. 

 
Resources and Materials: 
 Copies of teaching sections: 

o Bird Hunting Seasons 
o Migration 
o Waterfowl Habitat -- Wetlands 

 An Upper Kuskokwim Athabascan Elder(s)/Experienced Hunter 
 Alaska Game Bird regulations 
 Maps 

o Regional map 
o Alaska map 
o North America map 
o Game units map 

 Chart paper, markers  
 Individual learning log notebooks 
 Individual unit file folders 
 Art supplies for younger students 
 KWL (Know – Want to know – Learn) chart (see appendix) 
 Computer with internet access and printer 
 Resource books and materials 
 Video/audio recording equipment 
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Activity 1 – History of When and Where of Bird Hunting 
 
1. Read “Bird Hunting Season” (See Teaching section below). 

2. Read the story as a group with younger students, have a summary discussion of key 
points. Older students read story individually; write summary in their learning logs. 

 

 
www.ankn.uaf.edu/publications/clipart 

 
Elder Teaching for Bird Hunting  

Source of Information: Alaska Department of Fish and Game, (Stokes, Jess, p.166) 
 

Bird Hunting Season 
 

Hunting opportunities among Nikolai and Telida waterfowl hunters are best in the early 
spring (mid-April to early May) before large stretches of river and area lakes open up. 
Access to hunting locations is often by snowmobile, especially in April. During this 
period, comparatively large groups of birds concentrate near small areas of open water or 
exposed wild grasses. While some McGrath and Takotna waterfowl hunters hunt during 
this same period, others commence hunting a little later in the spring. 

 
Among Nikolai and Telida hunters, waterfowl hunting tapers off in late May or early 
June "when their eggs start getting big" in the oviduct, although some harvest may occur 
throughout the summer if the need arises. This pattern resembles that reported by 
McGrath and Takotna residents, although the primary hunting period may extend well 
into June.  
 
In late summer and early fall, hunting activities increase again as young birds mature, 
although harvest levels at this time are markedly lower than those during the spring. Fall 
hunting is fairly limited among area residents as the birds are often difficult to approach 
and many have already departed the area by the September first season opening. 
 
3. Review the Alaska Game Bird Hunting season dates and regulations for local the 

area. 
 Season hunting dates 
 Game birds permitted for hunt 
 Game birds prohibited to hunt 
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 Game limits 
 Weapon restrictions 
 Duck Stamps/tags/permits/license 
 Areas where hunting is permitted 
 Subsistence provision 

 
4. Make a list on chart paper of all the things required to know/do/have to legally hunt 

birds in the area. 
 
5. Look at a map of the region and locate areas that game hunted is permitted, restricted 

and prohibited. Discuss how to identify these areas in the field. On chart paper make 
a list of how to identify the different areas. 

 
6. Compare the traditional bird hunting season described in teaching and current 

regulated bird hunting season.  Make a list on chart paper of the difference in 
traditional season and regulated hunting season: 

 
 Discuss how these differences affect subsistence harvest 
 Discuss the benefits of regulated hunting 
 Brainstorm ideas for a better balance in subsistence and wildlife regulation 

 
7. Refer back to the KWL chart made in the beginning of the unit. Add new information 

to the “What we LEARNED” portion. 
 
8. Have older students write a short essay about traditional hunting times and today’s 

regulated hunting. Have younger students draw a picture about the traditional bird 
hunting season and the current regulated bird hunting season. 
 

9. Have student save their work and materials in unit folders. 
 
Activity 2 – Elder(s) Share on Traditional Harvest times and Hunting 
Areas 
 
1. Invite an Elder or group of Elders to share on traditional bird hunting. If it is 

appropriate, obtain permission from the Elder(s) to make videotape and/or audio 
recording to document their stories. 
  

2. Prepare students beforehand to receive the Elder(s), practice listening skills, and how 
to properly ask questions.  

 
 Review active listening points, communication points, and preferring of Elders 

points (Refer to “Elders in the Classroom” by Roby Littlefield). 
 Review list on chart paper previously made of the key points to remember to 

honor and receive from time spent with Elder(s) from previous group discussion 
on interacting with Elders. 
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3. Brainstorm with students questions to ask the Elder(s) and make a list of questions on 
chart paper. Older students can copy list in the learning logs. 

For Example: 
 How does the seasonal timing of the hunt affect where to hunt? 
 How have subsistence needs changed?  
 Has the type and amount of birds changed over the years? 
 Traditional bird hunting areas and traditional names? 
 How have regulations affected the hunt? 
 

4. Introduce and welcome the Elder(s) to the class and give the Elder(s) liberty to share 
on the traditional times to hunt and where were the traditional hunting grounds (If 
appropriate, videotape and/or audio recording set up and ready to go.) 

 
5. As the Elder(s) shares, older students can take a few notes, especially on points that 

answer some of the questions listed. (Remind students beforehand that listening and 
honoring the Elder(s) is more important than note taking, so that note taking should 
be quick and short. Teacher should take notes for follow up discussion with class.) 

 
6. Have the Elder(s) show where some of the traditional hunting sites were on the map, 

the traditional names for the areas, and traditional ways of remembering how to get to 
traditional sites. Make a list of areas and the Upper Kuskokwim Athabascan names 
for areas Elder(s) share. 

 
7. At the appropriate time, students can ask additional questions and older students can 

record the answers to questions in their learning logs. 
 
8. Have a review and discussion with the class about what the Elder(s) shared and make 

a list on chart paper of key points. 
 
9. Record information on traditional names for times and places on chart paper and 

older students record in learning logs. 
 
10. Older students can write a short report on the time with the Elder(s). Younger 

students can draw a picture about the Elder’s sharing with some key label words. 
 
11. Fill in KWL chart (from previous lesson) about “What we LEARNED”. 
 
12. Students keep all unit materials in individual unit file. 
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Migration 
 
Alaska’s Migratory Waterfowl 
 
Each year Native Alaskans wait for the signs of the long winter’s end: the increasing time 
of sunlight, the melting snow, thawing ice and the sound of honking as the wild geese 
return. As the long days of summer turn to the sunsets of the autumn change, the flying V 
of geese leaving for the winter fill the skies again reminding us of the continuing cycle 
and to prepare for the long winter. 
 
In the spring and autumn, the sky can be filled with countless birds flying between their 
breeding grounds and their wintering grounds. This seasonal movement is called 
migration. While bird migration is the most visible migration, migration is not unique to 
birds because many wildlife species migrate including butterflies and whales. Most birds 
migrate, but some do not such as the raven, chickadee, grouse and ptarmigan. 
 
Theory suggests that the seasonal changes in weather affecting the availability of food 
and water, as well as the physical affects of temperature change causes birds to migrate. 
Inherited genetic characteristics appear to play a part in migration causing an instinctive 
return to ancient habitat areas for breeding. This genetic factor becomes a problem when 
ancient habitats change or disappear. Other areas may be more suitable for some species 
that can adapt their migratory patterns, while others do not adapt, causing their 
populations to diminish. 
 
Bird migration is quite remarkable. The Golden Plover from Alaska flies 3,000 miles 
across open ocean to winter in Hawaii. Mallard ducks can fly as high as 21,000 feet 
during migration. Migrating geese can obtain a speed of 50 miles an hour. The Tennessee 
warbler has been known for completing a journey of 3,000 miles to nest in the same tree 
as the previous year. 
 
Several adaptations and abilities enable birds to migrate. Most migratory birds have 
powerful flight muscles, highly developed respiratory systems, hollow bones, internal air 
sacs, and specialized body shapes which allow them to fly high and fast for long periods 
of time. Bird vision is very sharp, helping them to spot landmarks, and their acute hearing 
allows them to hear familiar sounds that are clues to their destination. 
 
Generally migration is set by the biological time clock of the breeding cycle beginning 
with: the spring return to breeding grounds, the cycle of caring for the eggs, protecting 
the fledglings, completing the molting cycle, and finally feeding abundantly in 
preparation for the journey to winter nesting areas. The natural cycles vary for different 
species, and the times of migration vary per species. In general, the shorter days of fall 
and the approach of winter seem to flow with the natural biological cycle of bird life, 
signaling the time to fly south.  
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Flyways:  Paths that migratory birds travel in. For example: The Pacific flyway group 
winters in California and flies north in the spring to breed and nest in Alaska.  

50% of Alaska's waterfowl winter in the Pacific Flyway.  

25% use the Mississippi Flyway.  

10% use the Central Flyway.  

10% use the Atlantic Flyway.  

The remaining 5% percent travel to Mexico, South America, Asia or the Pacific Islands. 

Waterfowl Flyways 

Credit: U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Robert W. Hines 
http://www.npwrc.usgs.gov/resource/birds/duckdist/flyways.htm  

 
Another type of migration -- Ptarmigan Winter Travels 
 
Information Sources: Upland Hunting in Alaska. by Jim McCann; Birds of Mount 
McKinley Alaska, by Adolph Murie (See Sources Bibliography at end of the unit.) 
http://www.gamebirdhunts.com/hunting-news/detail.asp?iArt=244&iType=22. 
 
Grouse and ptarmigan are not considered migratory birds because you find them in 
Alaska throughout the winter in many areas of the state. Both grouse and ptarmigan have 
particular winter behavior and adaptations that help them survive Alaska’s harsh winters. 
However, while grouse just travel to nearby gravel areas, ptarmigan have a particular 
traveling cycle to winter areas and a biological cycle of return to established breeding 
grounds when spring begins. 
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In autumn, ptarmigan flocks form, and reform their flocks in restless travel from the 
familiar summer breeding areas. Ptarmigan move out of the rolling open tundra areas into 
unfamiliar alpine areas. In late autumn, the wandering takes on a pattern; females flock 
and drift lower down into brushy forest and cocks stay close to timberline. They 
instinctively seek the shelter of winter evergreens from weather and hungry predators. 
 
Then in April and early May, huge flocks of ptarmigan, sometimes numbering several 
thousand, move with purpose unlike the winter restless wandering. They are driven by a 
biological clock to return back to their familiar breeding grounds.  
 
The wandering of Alaska’s resident ptarmigan could be considered a form of regional 
migration. Ptarmigan are nomadic winter wanderers who move erratically from one 
sheltered slope, or patch of food, to another throughout November - March. They have 
been known to travel 100 to 150 miles in their sporadic, but constant moving, before their 
instinctive return to breeding grounds. 
 
Activity 3 – Migration  
 
1. Read and discuss the above teaching on migration: 

 How does migration fit with the traditional times for hunting? 
 How does the regulated bird hunting season fit with the pattern of migration? 
 How does migration play a key role in determining “WHEN” to hunt? 

 
2. Study the different migratory “flyways” for North America. 
 
3. Have students draw the basic flyways on a map of North America: 

 Pacific Flyway 
 Mississippi Flyway.  
 Central Flyway.  
 Atlantic Flyway.  

 
4. Have students research which flyway each of these birds take: 

 Geese 
 Sandhill Cranes 
 Mallards 
 

5. Consider the regional area, where the rolling tundra meets with willow, aspen and 
birch forests, and alpine forest areas: 

Using a regional map: 
 Pinpoint the areas where ptarmigan would wander from the open areas 

and tree stands into more forested areas. 
 Review areas the Elders have shared about. 
 Draw a few possible ptarmigan trails on copy of a regional map. 

 
6. Remind students to store all unit materials in unit folders. 
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Activity 4 – Habitats 
 

1. Present information on habitats (Refer to information section following). 
 

What is a habitat? A habitat is an area that provides food, water and cover for 
animals or plants to live. Birds nest in many different kinds of habitats. The millions 
of migratory birds of Alaska nest and raise their young primarily in wetlands, river 
flats and tundra. 

 
Waterfowl Habitat – Wetlands 

 
Information Sources:  “Birds and Wetlands of Alaska,” Alaska Sea Week Curriculum 
Series, University of Alaska Fairbanks (See Sources Bibliography at end of unit) Images 
courtesy of U.S. Fish and Wildlife DSL image library. 
 
Alaska has more than 90 million acres of wetland habitat for use by breeding waterfowl. 
That's an area roughly equal in size to Montana, our 4th largest state. About 20% of 
America's waterfowl nest here. Alaska supports nesting populations of at least 34 species 
of waterfowl, including many species and subspecies found nowhere else in the United 
States, North America, or the world.  
 
Wetlands are simply lands that are wet. Places where the ground is filled with water or 
covered by water most of the year. Over 85% of Alaska is wetland. The freshwater 
wetlands of Alaska include muskegs, wet tundra, lakes, and rivers. The salt water or 

brackish wetlands include marshes, tidelands, 
estuaries and barrier island-lagoon systems. 
 
Rain and snow fall on the land trickling, seeping 
and flowing to the lowlands and the sea. Water 
collects in flat, low-lying areas, making the ground 
soggy or creating ponds, sloughs, and lakes. Where 
the ground slopes the water flows as creeks, streams 
and rivers. As the water moves, it carries bits and 
pieces of the terrain. The water carries minerals, 
soil, plant and animal materials from the upland 
hills and mountains. 

 
The Water Cycle is the process by which the water moves in the earth. As the water 
makes its way to the lowlands and the sea, some of the water evaporates and turns into 
clouds. The clouds move inland and water falls again as rain and the process continues. 
 
Alaska’s wetlands provide habitat for plants that prefer wet soil, aquatic plants, fish, 
birds, animals that feed on wetland vegetation, and the predators of those animals. 
Willows, sedges, mosses, and various aquatic plants fill Alaska’s wetlands. The willows 
are food for moose, grouse, snowshoe hares, and beavers. The wetland grasses and 
sedges of wet tundra provide food for geese and other waterfowl, as well as, caribou and 

Wetlands 
Credit: U.S Fish and Wildlife Service  
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bear. Wetland berries including crowberries, cranberries, and blueberries grow profusely 
in the wetlands providing food for ptarmigan and other birds, mammals, bears and 
people. 
 
Alaska coastal wetlands are habitat for some marine mammals, as well as, waterfowl. 
Gray whales filter the mud of estuaries and lagoons for marine animals. Beluga whales, 
and various species of seals and otters, catch fish in river mouths and coastal lagoons. 
Crabs, clams, shrimp and many marine fish depend on rich coastal wetlands. 
 
The Alaska wetlands are important habitat for millions of migratory waterfowl and 
shorebirds that nest and feed in Alaska vast wetland expanses. Alaskan wetlands are bird 
paradises, providing wilderness expanses for mating and raising young. Without the 
Alaskan wetlands, these bird populations would decline throughout the world. 
 
Alaskan wetlands are also important feeding and resting grounds for migratory birds 
enroute to nesting areas in Canada and Siberia, or to wintering areas throughout North 
and South American, Asia, and Polynesia. 
 
The Upper Kuskokwim region has freshwater wetland areas of ponds, lakes, sloughs, 
rivers, muskegs and tundra that attract various species of migratory waterfowl: ducks, 
geese, swans, and cranes. Subsistence bird harvest has been a part of the Native lifestyle 
for centuries, and continues today. Bird hunting is an important part of Upper 
Kuskokwim culture. 
 
Wet Tundra 
 
Wet tundra is found over most of northern and 
western Alaska. Water doesn’t soak into permafrost 
(land that is permanently frozen), so when a few 
inches of snow melts the water remains on the 
surface, and water covers the tundra instead of being 
absorbed by the ground.                                                                                          
 
In the winter, the caribou have to paw through the 
snow to get vegetation to survive. Lemmings and 
voles tunnel under the snow to eat the previous 
summer’s vegetation. The migratory birds are gone 
and the tundra is covered with snow, stretching for miles, appearing to be a frozen 
wasteland. 

 
In the summer, the wet tundra areas are a different picture with abundant plant and 
animal life. Cotton grass, sedges, berries and tundra plants grow quickly in the long 
almost continuous daylight of the summer days. The area is a huge banqueting table for 
millions of migratory waterfowl feeding on plants and the abundant insects of the wet 
tundra. 
 

Tundra 
Credit: U.S Fish and Wildlife Service 
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This is the place where you find ducks, geese, swans and cranes and their eggs that the 
Native peoples of Alaska have harvested for their subsistence provision for hundreds of 
years. 
 
Muskegs (Bogs) 
 
Muskeg habitat is actually the areas we commonly call bogs. Muskeg is freshwater 

wetland, below tree line, in lowlands of Alaska. 
Muskeg has numerous scattered lakes and ponds. 
Usually those favorite blueberry harvest fields are 
in or near muskeg. 
 
Muskeg area plants include; mosses, blueberries, 
cranberries, other varieties of berries, willows, 
Labrador tea, sundews, dwarf birch, and black 
spruce. An abundance of plants thrive where this 
area is covered, or  filled, with water during the 
warm season of abundant daylight following the 

snowy cold darkness of the winter season. 
 
Muskeg ground is primarily a thick layer of peat (decaying plants, mostly mosses). The 
peat can be as much as 40 feet thick. The peat soaks up water. Walking on muskeg 
ground is like walking on a thick carpet of sponges. 
 
Millions of ducks thrive in this area. They escape the hot, dry, southern areas of Canada 
and the United States. In seasons of widespread drought, in Canada and northcentral 
United States, even more ducks come north to Alaska. All of this considered, the muskeg 
(bog) are definitely WHERE to hunt ducks! 
 
Many geese can be found in this area also. The Sandhill crane dances here and raises 
their young. The numerous calls of the Sandhill cranes populating the area fill the air with 
song – the music of the Sandhill cranes socializing. 
 
Rivers, Lakes, and Marshes 
 

Rivers and lakes are formed in the low-lying areas across 
Alaska from water seeping from the vast expanses of wet 
tundra and muskeg. Along the riverbanks and lake shores 
are freshwater marshes. 
 
The marsh areas provide detritus for plants and animals 
that live in the rivers and lakes. Aquatic invertebrates, 
such as snails, clams, and variety of insect larvae feed on 
the organic debris of decomposed plants and animals 
called detritus. Some fish also eat detritus along with 
algae and plankton. 

Meandering River 
Credit: U.S Fish and Wildlife Service 

Bog  
Credit: U.S Fish and Wildlife Service  
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Many land animals benefit from the rich aquatic food that thrives on detritus, algae and 
plankton of the rivers, lakes and marshes. Other wildlife depends on the aquatic food 
chain such as; otters, bears, eagles, sandpipers and kingfishers. The beavers help create 
marsh habitat with their dams on streams and sloughs. 
 
Villages are traditionally located along river banks because of the transportation routes 
provided by rivers.  Rivers, lakes and the surrounding marshes, have provided an 
important food source throughout human history. Rivers, lakes and marsh areas are also 
areas WHERE to hunt game birds. In the village, that’s not too far from your own 
backyard! 
 
2. Consider the three major game bird habitats discussed in the information section: 1) 

wet tundra; 2) muskeg; 3) rivers, lakes and marshes. 
 

3. Using the regional map from the last activity, pinpoint areas where these three 
habitats exist. Label areas on the map. Label the rivers and lakes with common names 
used to identify them. 

 
4. Consider the different game birds that have been studied and which ones would be the 

most abundant in the different areas that are labeled on the map. Consider when the 
game birds would be found in the area. 

 
 Label areas where game birds would be found on the map with various names 

of birds (i.e. ducks, geese, etc). 
 

 By the bird labels write when they are available to hunt (apply the hunting 
regulations). 
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Activity 5 – Planning for the Bird Hunt  
 
At the end of the next lesson on “How to Hunt” the student will be going on a bird hunt. 
In this activity, the students will do some preplanning based on the “When and Where” of 
this lesson along with some practical considerations. 
 
1. Have a class discussion about ideas when can we hunt: 

 Consider the legal regulations on when we can hunt game birds 
 Consider school and personal schedules 
 Consider the availability of Elders/experienced hunters 
 How long should the hunt be? 
 How many people in a hunting group? 
 How many hunting groups? 

 
2. On chart paper list: 

 What you know from Class Discussion 
 What information you need to gather 

 
3. Gather information needed to determine when hunting can be scheduled:   

 Using a calendar make a list of possible dates available 
 Make a list of time frames possible 

 
4. Discuss where you want to hunt: 

 What type of game birds do you want to hunt? 
 Where are the best places to hunt these game birds from what we have learned? 
 Make a list of possible hunting locations 
  

5. Discuss types of hunting (consider this may change after “How to Hunt” lesson) 
 Traditional weapons and methods only 
 Modern weapons with traditional strategies 

 
6. Practical considerations:  Make a list of supplies needed.(Save for future use) 
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Lesson Four - How to Hunt Birds 
 

Objectives: 
 
 Develop respectful interaction with Elders through active listening and proper 

communication. 
 Students retell what is shared with them in class discussions. 
 Learn the traditional methods and strategies of how to hunt birds.  
 Understand how to schedule a hunt for chosen game birds in chosen locations 

utilizing chosen methods. 
 Discuss choices with adult hunting partner and accept experienced hunter’s wisdom 

to make adjustments to student choices. 
 Learn pre-hunt preparations and supplies needed. 
 Learn and practice some traditional hunting methods. 
 Participate in a bird hunt with adult hunting partner. 
 
Resources and Materials: 
 
 Copies of teaching sections: 

o How people hunt birds 
o The People who Hunt Birds 

 An Upper Kuskokwim Athabascan Elder(s)/Experienced Hunter 
 Chart paper, markers  
 Individual learning log notebooks 
 Individual unit file folders 
 Art supplies for younger students 
 KWL (Know – Want to know – Learn) chart (see appendix) 
 Various materials for making snares and traps 
 Resource books and materials 
 Camera and/or video/audio recording equipment 
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www.ankn.uaf.edu/publications/clipart 

 
Elder Teaching for Bird Hunting 

Source of Information: Alaska Department of Fish and Game, (Stokes, Jeff, p.166-168) 
 

How People Hunt Birds 
 

Blinds, Decoys and Callers 
Waterfowl harvest among Nikolai and Telida hunters is both opportunistic and planned. 
At sites with a long history of productivity in the early spring, blinds of brush, upended 
stumps, or driftwood are sometimes constructed. These are situated near certain lakes and 
swamps, or along the river on large sandbars frequented by migratory waterfowl. 
 
Productivity is sometimes enhanced through the use of decoys. Cardboard silhouettes are 
cut out and placed along bars frequented by migratory birds. Small pieces of driftwood 
which resemble the outline of waterfowl are sometimes used as well. Other hunters 
effectively use dispatched birds "propped-up" with sticks as decoys. Few hunters in the 
upper Kuskokwim area use floating or commercially manufactured decoys. 
 
In addition to the use of decoys, waterfowl, especially geese, may be lured through 
calling. Some area hunters, particularly those residing in Nikolai and Telida, are 
proficient at vocally imitating geese. 
 
Others utilize either homemade or commercially manufactured callers. One of the most 
common homemade callers is an expended shotgun shell with a hole melted in the side. 
Used in a flute-like manner, this device is reported to be fairly effective. 

 
Shotguns, Rifles and River Boats 
 
Shotguns are nearly the universal choice for contemporary waterfowl hunting. While 
most hunters favor 12-gauge weapons, l0-, 16-, and 20-gauge firearms are also utilized. 
Shot size varies with number 2 and number 4 most commonly used. 
 
At times, .22 caliber rifles are also employed, although generally their use is of a 
secondary nature, mostly to dispatch a wounded bird. 
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Larger caliber rifles such as .30-.06 are also utilized at times to take cranes which often 
fly at altitudes beyond shotgun range, although success rates are low. 
 
Hunters generally make reasonable efforts to retrieve wounded birds that fall away from 
the immediate hunting area. Additionally, hunters often attempt to drive out or quietly 
wait for injured birds taking refuge beneath ice overhangs during late spring river 
outings. 
 
In anticipation of spring hunting, aluminum river boats are sometimes transported by 
snowmobiles to locations along area in the rivers that are historically known to open up 
early. Left in place until after break-up, hunters are able to seek waterfowl along stretches 
of river which do open early. 

 
The People who Hunt Birds 

 
Hunting party composition and size varies between communities. Among Nikolai and 
Telida hunters, parties are often relatives, while in Takotna and McGrath, acquaintances 
are more likely to hunt together. 
 
For river corridor hunting, parties typically consist of an engine operator and one or more 
"gunners." Because the driver is often unable to fully participate in the hunt, other party 
members usually share a portion of their catch with this individual. Solo hunting from a 
boat in all four communities, is generally avoided for safety reasons. 
 
Women occasionally travel with waterfowl hunters and 
assist in retrieval and processing activities, but seldom 
hunt. A few area waterfowl hunters use dogs for 
retrieving downed birds, although well-trained hunting 
dogs are rare in the region. 
 
“Women usually pluck the birds caught and to keep 
camp fire going while the men hunt. They usually do the 
cooking over camp fire.” -- Steven Nikolai Sr. 

 
 
Activity 1 – Traditional Hunting Methods 
 
1. Read and discuss the preceding teaching and list key points on chart paper. 

 
2. Discuss the changes in today’s bird hunting and make a list of those on chart paper. 

Let students share bird hunting experiences and stories that have been passed down 
from their families about how to hunt birds. 

 
Examples 
 How modern methods have been added to traditional ways. 

www.ankn.uaf.edu/publications/clipart
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 Are there changes in the hunting party members (relatives hunting together, 
friends, lone hunting). 

 Any changes to the gathering of certain eggs 
 

3. Read and discuss the following teaching on traditional methods and strategies (see the 
teaching information that follows.) 

 Methods that are no longer applicable 
 Methods adapted to modern weapons 
 Strategies on bird hunting wisdom that are enduring 
 Student’s familiarity with any of the methods 
 Method or strategy that can put into practice on the hunt 

 
4. Ask the students to identify the methods of hunting that are found in the teachings. 

Make a methods list on a chart. Identify what methods the students would like to try, 
and what game birds they think it would work with. 

 Nets 
 Snares 
 Deadfalls 
 Bird Calling 
 Decoys 
 Blinds 
 Arrows and throwing weapons 
 Slingshots 

 
5. Identify common sense strategies from the past that are still effective for hunting even 

with modern weapons and regulations. 
 Practicing stillness and waiting 
 Camouflage, comfortable, and weather resistant clothing that is quiet with 

movement 
 River corridor hunting 
 Knowing bird habits and routes 
 Identifying evidence of bird activity 
 Knowing feeding and breeding areas 
 Planning shots in an easy to retrieve area 
 Care aim and angle before taking shot 
 Aiming for head for quick kill and less meat damage 

 
6. Older students can record interesting points in their learning logs, while younger 

students can make picture representations of some of methods in the teaching. 
 
Traditional and Modern Ways to Hunt   
www.ankn.uaf.edu (See Sources Bibliography at end of Unit) 
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Learning to Hunt:  Children are first taught weapon safety and supervised practice is 
allowed near home or camp. Children accompany a skilled hunter and watch him hunt. 
Traditionally, uncles have taught nephews their primary hunting skills. 
 
Active Hunting:  The most important part of active hunting is humane treatment of prey 
and safety of the people. Before a hunter uses their weapon, they judge the angle and the 
distance. Misjudgment wastes ammunition, instead of a kill it may just wound the prey, 
or spoil the meat if hit at too close range. Eye contact with other hunters helps each to 
know the other’s target. 
 
Ideal harvest times are in the morning and early evening, upwind from the birds, with the 
sun at their back. 
 

 
www.ankn.uaf.edu/publications/clipart 

 
How People Hunt 

 
Many of the same or similar hunting strategies continue to be used in modern hunting.  
More strategies have been developed for hunting waterfowl because of preferred use. 
 
 The use of natural or constructed blinds is a common method of hunting. The hunter 

waits behind a blind for an opportunity to shoot a bird. 
   

 Hiding along a stream or lake bend gives the hunter additional surprise advantages. 
 

 Remaining very still in the same position after a shot may give opportunity to try 
again because birds may circle back or come out of hiding. 
 

 Hunters wait at stream mouths and areas of ice overflows because waterfowl 
congregate at first open water spots. The shallow water on the ice allows the birds 
to be easily shot. 
 

 On land, shooting birds overhead will very likely cause the bird to fall near them. A 
child can be sent to retrieve birds so that hunters may continue to harvest birds. 

 Knowing the route waterfowl take between lakes, hunters may stand along the route 
and shoot as the birds fly near them. They tend to avoid long shots because it is 
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more difficult to hit the bird accurately and may only wound them. Ammunition 
which is hard to obtain can also be wasted. 
 

 No matter where he is, when a hunter hears a shot he looks for a frightened bird 
flying near from another location.  
 

 Using a line with a hook attached is a method of retrieving a bird from unstable ice 
by snagging it under the wing. Hooks can be made from willow or other nearby 
brush. 
 

 Long poles can also be used to snag a bird to retrieve from unstable ice or the water 
and pull it to shore. 
 

 The small watercraft can be pushed out onto unstable ice to retrieve a bird and if the 
ice breaks the watercraft will float. 
 

 A bird that lands in the water can also be retrieved by throwing rocks to cause 
waves to float it to shore. 
 

 Hunters are careful to shoot a bird where it can be recovered easily. 
 

 Hunters spend time reclaiming a wounded bird in order to prevent suffering. They 
know how to twist the neck of a bird that has been wounded so that it quickly dies. 

 
Methods of Calling Birds 
 
Hunters imitate bird calls and use variety of implements to call birds. Implements have 
been constructed from plant and animal parts.   
 
 Whistles are made from willow twig bark by cutting bark loose with a knife or 

pounding it with a rock so bark can be twisted from the wood. 
  

 Windpipes of freshly harvested ducks can be blown into with a sound box.  
 

 Hunters make empty shotgun shells into waterfowl callers.  
 
Arrows, Throwing Weapons:  Traditionally, throwing weapons and arrows have been 
used for killing birds. Besides the standard sharp-pointed arrow, a blunt arrow and an 
arrow with a sharp detachable tip have been used. Blunt arrows are used for ducks, 
grouse and for other smaller birds to knock the birds unconscious and then quickly kill it 
without tearing the body. Because hitting a goose or swan in the wing with an arrow or a 
gun often only wounds it, swans are usually snared or killed with a gun. 
 
The best arrows to use for wet conditions are made out of the hard, dark wood from the 
windward side of a spruce, or a spruce growing in especially cold wet conditions. They 
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are then waterproofed with spruce pitch mixed with grease. Arrows that are used for 
hunting land birds are made from birch and not waterproofed with pitch. 
Throwing weapons have been made from a long, stiff stick carved at one end to hold a 
flat rock. 
 
Arrows and throwing weapons were aimed at the birds head in order to kill the bird 
quickly without unnecessary pain. The modern hunters using .22 caliber rifles continue to 
use the method of aiming at the head. 
 
The use of slingshots for killing ducks, grouse, and other small game has continued into 
modern times. The slingshot is made from a piece of forked willow because willow is 
both strong and flexible. A sling-shot can hit a target at a fair distance such as a duck on 
the opposite side of the river.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Snares, Net and Deadfalls 
 
Snaring has been one of the most widely used traditional methods for harvesting birds. 
The most common snaring method is to simply set individual snares where birds tend to 
rest, land, feed, or are active. People place snares on ice where waterfowl are known to 
land, and on banks and beaches where they rest, or in vegetation along shores where they 
feed. 

 
 People have made brush fences by piling willow and other shrubs together 

horizontally about two feet high and placed snares in the brush to catch ptarmigan 
and grouse. 

 
 To catch waterfowl, people have stretched lines with fastened snares above small 

streams and small inlets where birds tend to land. 
 

 To make spruce root snares, people braid three or four relatively thin roots together 
and then oil them because they can become dry and brittle. 
 

 People have made small, hand built rafts with baited snares to snare waterfowl. 
 

 Snares used for birds and other wildlife have been made from feather shafts. 
 

 Snares for capturing large birds and ducks have been made from dried moose and 
caribou hide and sinew. 
 

         www.ankn.uaf.edu/publications/clipart 
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 If a person is hungry and has no snares, lines from snowshoes can be removed to 
make snares and then replaced when game is caught. 

 Nets have been stretched across streams to catch waterfowl. 
 

 Deadfalls have been another traditional stationary method of harvesting birds. As 
with snares, deadfalls are located in areas that birds regularly inhabit. 

  
Clothing:  Hunting clothing is used for camouflage, comfort and ability to move quietly. 
With ice and snow on the land, hunters traditionally wore white clothing to blend with the 
landscape. When the snow disappeared, hunters wore dark-colored clothing to blend with 
the land and vegetation. In wetland areas, hip boots can be an important part of hunting 
clothing. 
 
Blinds:  Both natural and handmade blinds are used for hunting waterfowl. Hunters build 
blinds from spruce, willow, and other shrubs or brush, grass and ice blinds. They use the 
blinds for spotting the birds and positioning themselves for a good shot. Hunters shoot 
the birds through the tops of the spruce blinds and the tepee-style brush blinds. 
Grass blinds for lake beaches are framed with straight branchless stems of any kind of 
wood, most commonly willow because it is pliable and easy to bend, grass is piled on and 
secured to the frame. 
 
Activity 2 – Elder(s)/Experienced Hunters Share on How to Hunt 
 
1. Invite Elders/experienced share hunting stories, methods and strategies. If 

appropriate, obtain permission from Elder(s) to make videotape and/or audio 
recording. 
  

2. Prepare students before hand to receive the Elder(s), practice listening skills, and how 
to properly ask questions:  

 
 Review active listening points, communication points, and preferring of 

Elders points (Refer to “Elders in the Classroom” by Roby Littlefield). 
 Review list on chart paper previous made of the key points to remember to 

honor and receive from time spent with Elder(s) from previous group 
discussion on interacting with Elders. 

 
3. Brainstorm with students questions to ask the Elder(s) and make a list of questions on 

chart paper. Older students can copy list in the learning logs. 
For Example:  

 Particular methods students are interested in learning 
 Changes in the methods today 
 How a method was developed 
 Methods that they prefer 
 Methods that are more effective with a particular game bird 
 Methods that are not effective with a particular game bird 
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4.  Introduce and welcome the Elder/hunters to the class and give them liberty to 
share on traditional bird hunting times and where were the traditional hunting grounds 
(If appropriate, videotape and/or audio recording set up and ready). 

 
5. As the Elder/hunters shares, older students can take a few notes especially on points 

that answer some of the questions listed. (Remind students before hand that listening 
and honoring the Elder is more important than note taking, so that note taking should 
be quick and short. Teacher should take notes for follow up discussion with class.) 

 
6. Have the Elder(s) demonstrate some methods like bird calling or how to approach a 

hunting area. 
 
7. At the appropriate time, students can ask additional questions and older students can 

record the answers to questions in their learning logs. 
 
8. Have a review and discussion with the class about what the Elder(s) shared and make 

a list on chart paper of key points. 
 
9. Record information on traditional names for times and places on chart paper and 

older students record in learning logs. 
 
10. Older students can write a short report on the time with the Elder(s). Younger 

students can draw a picture about the Elder’s sharing with some key label words. 
 
11. Fill in KWL chart (from previous lesson) about “What we LEARNED” from the 

Elder(s) sharing time and the times and locations for hunting. 
 
12. Students keep all unit materials in individual unit file. 
 
Activity 3 – Traditional Methods Practice 
 
1. Teacher meets with Elders/experienced hunters who are willing to come and 

demonstrate a traditional bird hunting method and work with small groups or 
individual students: 

 
 Ask the Elders/hunters what they would like to demonstrate and teach with 

students about traditional bird hunting methods and modern day applications. 
 Discuss with Elders/experienced hunters what gender specific activities 

associated with bird hunting need to be taught. 
 Share with Elders/hunters what the students have expressed interest in 

learning from class discussion. 
 

2. Let the Elders/hunters establish a schedule for practice:   
 A week with different method introduced every day by different 

Elders/hunters. 
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 A full day of a bird hunting practice workshop with the Elders/hunters where 
students rotate working with different ones. 

 A combination that works for the Elders/hunters. 
 

3. Different methods that could be considered:  
 Snares: Making, placing, checking snare, and handling the ensnared bird. 
 Traps: Making a trap for game birds, placing, checking and handling the 

trapped birds. 
 Blinds: Building an onsite blind with available materials. 
 Sling-shot: Making Sling-shot, target practice, choosing rocks. 
 Calling Birds: Learning how imitate bird calls; making and using bird callers. 
 Using Bow and arrows. 
 How to take the best shot: judging angle and distance. 
 How to approach birds and choose viewing location to spot game bird. 

 
4. After the methods to be taught are decided by Elders/hunters and the schedule is set, 

prepare the students for working with the Elders/hunters to receive the Elders/hunters, 
practice listening skills, and how to properly ask questions. 

 
5. Conduct bird hunting traditional methods practice/workshop. 
 
6. After completing the traditional methods practice/workshop, honor each Elder/hunter 

with a special card made and signed by students. 
 
7. Discuss with the class what they learned from the time with the Elders/hunters. 
 

 Add to the unit KWL chart key points under “What we LEARNED”.  
 

Activity 4 – Planning Method of the Hunt 
 
1. Discuss with the class about going on a bird hunt. 

 
 Review the When and Where planning from Lesson 3, Activity 5. 
 See if any students want to change any of the planning based on what they 

have learned about the different methods and strategies of hunting. 
 
2. Each student must schedule a bird hunting trip during the time frame developed. 

Since hunting parties are usually small groups of relatives or friends, it is not realistic 
for the class to hunt as a group.  
. 

3. Each student must find a relative or adult family friend who is: 
 An experienced hunter.  
 Willing to partner with class to help student with hunting project. 
 Able to complete a bird hunt during the scheduled time frame. 
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(If student has difficulty in finding a relative or adult friend to hunt with, teacher can 
find an experienced hunter volunteer, or another student scheduled hunting party that 
is willing to take the student.) 
 

4. Student and adult hunting partner meet together to work out details of the hunt: 
 Each student must decide what gender specific roles of the bird hunt they will 

play. 
 Each student must choose type of game birds to hunt, locations to begin hunt, 

and discuss the choices with the adult hunting partner. 
 Each student must have a particular method and strategy that they have chosen 

from “How to Hunt” information and discuss the method and strategy of 
interest with adult hunter partners. 

 The adult hunter partners can adjust the student’s decisions based on their own 
experiences.  

 
Activity 5 – Go Bird Hunting! 
 
1. Student and his hunting partner will gather supplies and prepare for hunt together. 

 Adult partner will include student in every aspect of preparation. 
 Student will record the supplies needed and other necessary preparations in 

learning log. 
 

2. Encourage student or hunting partner to bring a camera to record the event! 
(Or provide a disposable camera for their use.) 

 
3. Student and adult partner go hunting. 
 
4. Each student will share with the class the outcome of the hunt and what they learned 

from the hunt. 
 

 Encourage students to be active listeners as each one shares and ask questions. 
 Students must include things that went wrong as well as things that were fun. 

 
5. Each student will write a short report of the hunting experience. 

 
6. Make a class display of the pictures from each hunt. 
 
(Younger students not old enough to go on a hunt can take a field trip with an adult 
partner who can explain about what happens on a hunt.)  
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Lesson Five – Uses of Game Birds 
 
Objectives: 
 
 Develop respectful interaction with Elders through active listening and proper 

communication. 
 Learn traditional uses for birds. 
 Learn the cultural value of birds. 
 Learn how to pluck and butcher a game bird. 
 Learn Upper Kuskokwim names for parts of a bird. 
 Know what parts of the bird are edible. 
 Experience the tradition of sharing.  
 Honor and serve the Elders, hunters and others that helped with the unit at a luncheon 

they prepared. 
 Collect traditional recipes for game birds and new recipes. 
 Make the materials in unit folder into a binder. 
 Make individual gifts for the Elders, hunters and other volunteers that helped with the 

unit. 
 Plan and prepare luncheon with game bird dishes. 
 Honor and serve Elders, hunters and other volunteers at luncheon. 
 Make a personal resource binder with information from project. 
 
Resources and Materials: 
 
 Copies of teaching sections: 

o Traditional uses of birds 
o Butchering Birds 

 An Upper Kuskokwim Athabascan Elder(s)/Experienced Hunter 
 Bird Anatomy Illustration (See Appendix) 
 Chart paper, markers  
 Individual learning log notebooks 
 Individual unit file folders 
 Computer with internet access and printer 
 Library resource 
 Art supplies for younger students 
 Several fresh killed game birds 
 Butchering tools 
 Various things made from birds 
 Game bird recipes  
 Individual student binders with a pocket 
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www.ankn.uaf.edu/publications/clipart 

Traditional Use of Birds 

Food:  In the Alaska Native culture, Waterfowl have been consumed in large 
quantities more than any other birds. Much traditional detail has been passed 
down on preparing them and preserving them. 

Almost all parts of the bird are eaten including meat, fat, bone marrow, organs, 
feet, head, brain, eyes and tongue. Even the gizzard is cleaned and eaten. The 
intestines are the only part not eaten because they are too small to clean. Bird 
feathers, bones, and beaks are not eaten. 

Birds have a lot of fat in their shoulder and wing vicinity because of the energy 
required to fly.  Buffleheads and Goldeneye ducks are favored for their high fat 
content. 

Birds were often cooked immediately because there was so little food. The most 
popular method then is still the most popular now – boiling for soup. Eggs were 
also harvested and boiled. 

A popular way of preserving the meat after plucking was to singe over a fire. This 
helped to remove the pin feathers and other remaining feathers. Singeing requires 
skill so that the meat does not burn and acquire a bad taste. Singeing saves the 
skin and many people claim that singeing make the meat taste better. 

Smoking is another popular way of flavoring and preserving bird meat. Smoking 
duck is very popular. Birds can be smoked for days, even weeks, before being 
cooked. 

In the hunting camp, people like roasting ducks and geese slowly on a stick. 
Another traditional way, often used in camp, is to bake them in a hole lined with 
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rocks after wrapping the bird in birch bark and covering it with rocks. Then a fire 
is built on top of the gravel. 

Clothing: Birds are used for two types of cold-weather clothing. One style is 
made with feathered skin and the other style is feather filling or lining. 

Feathered skin clothing is primarily made from larger birds. Swans, cranes and 
eagles have the strongest skins. The skin is tanned to remove the oil and to soften 
the skin. The feathered skin is often lined with the skin of other animals for extra 
warmth and to prevent tearing. Caribou and fur often line larger bird garments. 

The feathered garments are usually reversible. The feathered side is the warmest 
side and worn close to the body in the winter. On warmer days the feathers can be 
worn outside decoratively. Many specialized warm garments have been made 
from the softest feathered necks and breasts of ducks. 

Some of the decorative, but less hardy feathered clothing is made entirely from 
one species of bird.  Some creations are made from several different varieties of 
birds.   

Feathered skin clothing was often made when large game animals were scarce. 
Feathered skin clothing is more difficult to make than mammal skin clothing, 
which has caused a decline in its production.  Feather-filled clothing is still 
practiced in some villages especially for bedding items, pillows, parkas, and snow 
pants. 

Children’s Toys and Art Objects:  Items resembling living birds have been 
fashioned out of feather skin. The meat and bones are removed but the rest 
remains intact. The head, feet, wings and the inside is stuffed with moss or grass 
which absorbs the oil. 

Containers:  Sack-like containers are made from the dried feet and lower, 
featherless leg skin of waterbirds. The swans and cranes make the best containers. 
They are sewn with a special stitch to make them waterproof and are primarily 
used for traveling. 

Feathers:  Different feathers have uses other than the clothing feathers and the 
downy feathers for lining. 

Traditionally larger feathers have been plucked as soon as the bird is harvested 
because that’s when the feathers are most easy to remove. The bigger feathers are 
saved for other use. Flight feathers of bigger birds with strong shafts are used in 
snares and fishing equipment. Feather shafts are valued for being waterproof, 
flexible and lightweight, like plastic one Elder noted. 
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Straight wing or tail feathers of large birds are used for arrow shafts so the arrow 
flies straight.  The water resistant feathers of water birds are used on feathers to 
use in wetlands and are great for hunting land birds in the rain. 

Whole wings of ducks, geese, and other large birds have been used as brooms. 

Bird Bones:  Bird bones have been made into decorative beads by women. Duck 
wing and leg bones of swan, and geese foot bones are best used. They are boiled 
and cleaned, and the warm bones are cut into bead size and colored with plant 
dyes. 

Whistles for bird calling have been made from bones. Some hunters carried a 
large variety of these bone whistles to make different calls making the desired 
sound to draw the game birds. 

Swan wing and leg bones make great straws and were left in locations along the 
way to drink water.  Split wing bones have been used for toothpicks. 

Medicinal Uses of Birds:  Fresh, raw, or rotten bird meat has been put on 
infected or blood poisoned areas to draw the infection away from the body and 
into the meat.  Duck, grouse, and ptarmigan soup can be used to increase a sick 
person’s appetite. 

Sharing of the Catch:  In the community, the waterfowl is considered a delicacy. 
To show respect, a portion of the first waterfowl of the season was given to the 
Elders. This was an especially joyful time for the Elders because it was a sign 
they had survived another long winter with the return of the birds. 

Traditionally the members of the hunting camp would share waterfowl among 
themselves, and when enough were caught they would return to share the rest 
with the entire village. 

The early spring was often a difficult time when food was in short supply and 
traveling was difficult.  The early waterfowl harvest was often emergency food. 
The first catch the hunter would share with his family and close relatives. The 
greater the hunters harvest, the more he would distribute to others. 

Information taken from: Bird Traditions of the Lime Village Area Dena’ina; Upper Stony 
River Ethno-Ornithology. By Pricilla N. Russell and George C. West ( Alaska Native 
Knowledge Network, Center for Cross Cultural Studies, University of Alaska Fairbanks 
2003) www.ankn.uaf.edu  
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Activity 1 – Traditional Uses of Game Birds 

1. Read and discuss the preceding information “Traditional Use of Birds.” Have 
students share on their experiences of the use of birds that are similar to things 
discussed in the art. 

 Food 
 Clothing 
 Bedding 
 Feather uses 
 Bones 
 Foot and leg skin bags 
 Medicinal purposes 

 
2. Ask students to find out if their family has any items or clothing that used birds in 

their construction.  See if any items can be brought to school to share with the other 
students. Try to locate any items or clothes made from birds that can be shared with 
the class. 

 
3. Display the gathered items and examine them as a class. If anyone has any 

information on the item’s history, use or construction let them share it. 
 
4. Have older students write about use of birds in learning logs. Younger students can 

draw pictures on uses of birds. 
 
5. Discuss the tradition of sharing, and Native cultural values related to this tradition. 

Let students share about their personal experiences with this tradition, or stories about 
sharing that have been passed down: (Refer to “Sharing the Catch” in last portion of 
“Traditional Use of Birds”) 

 Sharing with community Elders 
 Sharing among the hunters at the camp 
 Sharing with the family of the hunter 
 Sharing with the community 

 
6. Have older students write a short essay on the tradition of sharing and its importance 

in culture. Have the younger students draw a picture about sharing the catch. 
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Activity 2 – Elder(s) Share on the Importance of Birds  

1. Invite Elders/experienced hunters to discuss the importance of birds in the culture, 
and the cultural values associated with birds, bird hunting, and traditional uses of 
birds. Ask Elder(s) to bring items to share with the students. If appropriate ask 
permission of the Elder(s) to make videotape and/or audio recording of their pictures 
and stories. 

  
2. Prepare students before hand to receive the Elder(s), use active listening and 

respectful communication (Refer to “Elders in the Classroom” by Roby Littlefield). 
Review chart paper list from previous discussion on interacting with Elders. 

 
3. Brainstorm with students questions to ask the Elder(s) and make a list of questions on 

chart paper. Older students can copy list in the learning logs. 
 
For Example:  

 Use or construction of items they have observed or read about 
 Traditions of sharing the catch 
 If one birdhas more importance than another, and why? 

 
4. Introduce and welcome the Elders/hunters to the class and give the Elder(s) liberty to 

share on the use of birds, importance of birds and cultural values. (If appropriate, 
videotape and/or audio recording set up and ready to go.) 

 
5. At the appropriate time, students can ask additional questions and older students can 

record the answers to questions in their learning logs. 
 
6. Have a review and discussion with the class about what the Elder(s) shared and make 

a list on chart paper of key points. 
 
7. Older students can write a short report on the time with the Elder(s). Younger 

students can draw a picture about the Elder’s sharing with some key label words. 
 
8. Students keep all unit materials in individual unit file. 
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www.ankn.uaf.edu/publications/clipart 

 
Elder Teaching for Bird Hunting  

Source of Information: Alaska Department of Fish and Game, (Stokes, Jeff, p.168-169) 
 

Butchering the Birds 
 

The responsibility for cleaning the bird varies between households and communities. 
Many hunters at least partially clean the birds in the field. Hunters sometimes assist 
cleaning birds at home and in some cases the entire dressing responsibility falls to the 
hunter. This is especially the case among younger hunters. 
 
Some area hunters find removal of feathers easier by "peeling" the skin from the bird, 
although most prefer to leave the skin intact and pluck the feathers instead. 
 
Generally, the feathers are most easily plucked while the bird is still warm, and often 
hunters waiting for additional birds to approach their location may partially pluck their 
catch. Some McGrath residents noted that feathers are easily removed by dipping the bird 
in hot wax and peeling the feathers off after cooling. 
 
After the feathers are removed from the waterfowl, the catch is often singed over a fire to 
remove pin feathers and further clean the skin. As the bird is singed or "burned," the skin 
is scraped with a stick to remove residue. This task is most often undertaken in the home 
community.  
 
Activity 3 – Butchering Game Birds 
Source of Information: Alaska Department of Fish and Game,(Stokes, Jeff p.168-169) 
 
1. Read and discuss the information on “Butchering Birds”: 

 Have students share any experience they have had with butchering game 
birds. 

 Have student share any stories passed down about preparing and preserving 
game bird catch. 

 
2. Invite an Elder or community member experienced in game bird butchering, 

preparing and preserving to come share and demonstrate the process to the class. 
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(Note: In order to have fresh kill, game birds available the demonstration should be 
coordinated with a hunting time when birds are available. Perhaps an early morning 
hunt, could bring in some fresh kills for the school day.) 

 
3. In preparation for the demonstration, provide a bird anatomy illustration to every 

student.   
 

 Discuss the different parts of the bird and what they have learned about uses 
of birds. Remind the students that there is more to the bird than the good meat 
so that they can ask questions about preserving different parts of the bird. 

 
 In considering the basic anatomy of a bird, discuss the variations of different 

types of birds and how the variations can affect the butchering process, which 
parts are preserved or discarded. 

 
 Learn the Upper Kuskokwim names for the parts of a bird.  

 
4. Brainstorm question about preparation, butchering and preservation of meat. 

 
Examples 
 Difference in plucking and peeling the skin? 

o Is it just a personal choice?  
o Or chose method for type of bird?  
o Or is the choice based on use of the bird or freshness of the kill? 

 What is the key to singeing the bird and not burning the meat? 
 What is the best way to preserve the catch while you are still hunting? 

 
5. The demonstration of butchering the bird catch 

 
(Note: This activity should be experienced to a certain level with adult hunting 
partner in the “Go bird hunting” activity in Lesson Four, if there is a game bird 
catch. There is preparation of game birds in the community when the hunters return 
so classroom experience should resemble this time.) 
Introduce the Elder(s) or community member, that is demonstrating the butchering of 
the birds, and encourage hands-on student participation as the Elder/community 
member works. 

 
1) Demonstration of various plucking techniques. 
2) Students participate in plucking. 
3) Demonstration in skin peeling with feathers attached. 
4) Students participate in peeling. 
5) Demonstration of singeing. 
6) Students observe and examine effects on the bird after singeing. 
7) Demonstration of scraping of the skin after singeing. 
8) Students participate in scraping of the skin. 
9) Demonstration of any other preparation of birds for other use. 
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Ask the Elder(s)/community member to share on how to smoke ducks/ birds. 
 

1) How to prepare the bird? 
2) What is needed for the smoking? 
3) How long does it take? 
4) Are there birds that are preferred smoked? 
5) Are there birds that are not good to smoke? 
 

6. Discuss with the class what they learned about preparation of the catch and allow 
them to share what they thought about the activity. 

 
7. Return to the unit KWL chart and put in new information about “What we 

LEARNED.” 
 
Activity 4 – Game Bird Meat Preservation and Recipes 
 
Hopefully with all the game bird hunting activity there will be some birds to cook! 
 
1. Class Discussion:  Ask students to share their bird eating experiences both good and 

bad.   
 What are some of the ways that their family cooks birds?  
 What are some of the ways you have heard about? 
 What ways did you like? 
 What ways did you not like? 
 Make a list of all the ways the students come up with on chart paper. 
 

2. Research other game bird recipes at the library and on the internet. Collect and print, 
or copy recipes that sound good or interesting. Even include a few that sound odd. 
 

3. Have students collect game bird recipes from Elders, family, neighbors and friends 
and bring to class to add to the recipe collection. 

 
4. Let each student make up a game bird recipe book choosing recipes from the 

collection. 
 Bind the recipes together in book form 
 Make a decorative cover for the book 

 
5. Let each student choose a recipe to prepare, or that a family member will help 

prepare. Make a list of the student choices to check to make sure there’s some variety, 
and hopefully there will be a variety of game birds from the hunting! 
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Activity 5 – Elder(s) and Experienced Hunters Luncheon 
 
Plan a luncheon to honor and thank all the Elders, hunters and volunteers that helped the 
class with the bird hunting unit. 
 
1. Schedule a time for the luncheon time that would work for the people involved. 
 
2. Make invitations for the invited guests and deliver the invitations. 
 
3. Make gifts for the invited guest. Brainstorm possible gift ideas and pick appropriate 

and doable gifts, from the list of ideas. 
 
Example: Pictures make a nice gift. Either a picture taken with a camera or hand 
drawn, with a nice hand made frame. 

 
4. Plan the menu 
 

 Have each student prepare the recipe from Activity 4 for the luncheon 
 Plan a few additional complimentary dishes 
 Don’t forget dessert -- maybe berries! 
 Something to drink  

 
5. On the day of the luncheon: 

 Have the students prepare the room for the luncheon. 
 Greet their guest as they arrive. 
 Have the students honor and serve their guests, and afterwards join in eating. 
 Let different students share stories about what they learned 
 

Activity 6 – End of Unit project 
 
1. Unit Summary: 

 Have the older students write a summary report about the unit from their 
learning log notes and the KWL chart.  

 Have the younger students make a picture sequence drawing of what they did 
in the unit. 

 
2. Have each student organize and finish all the materials in student individual unit file 

folder. 
 Maps 
 Bird Anatomy illustration 
 Reports/pictures 
 Stories 
 Information 
 Field guide cards 
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3. Provide binders with pocket for the field guide cards. 
 Have each student put materials in binder. 
 Field guide cards in the envelope pocket. 
 Make a title header for binder. 
 Encourage them to decorate the binder as they choose. 

 
4. Have students share their notebooks with each other in pairs or small groups and 

share what they learned together. Students can take notebooks home to share with 
family. 

 
 


