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Flyway Obstacle Course Game
Grades 3-8

Overview

When the weather turns cold in the northern regions of the United States, many birds migrate south 
for several reasons:
      1. Their food supply is reduced.
      2. The days become shorter, thus reducing the amount of time they can forage.
      3. The amount of energy needed to stay warm is increased. 

In order to complete successful migrations, birds rely on flyways to provide them with food, shelter, 
water, and resting places. During their journey, birds face many obstacles along flyways. In this activity, 
students will see how those obstacles impact birds’ journeys. 

teacher preparation

In a large outdoor or indoor area, use 
boundary markers to create a rectangular 
area representing a migration flyway.  Mark 
one end as the north and the opposite end 
as the south.

Create obstacle necklaces so that students 
can hang them around their neck. On heavy 
paper or cardstock, print signs that name 
each of the following obstacles: storm, 
lack of food, hunter, habitat destruction, 
predator, tower, fog, development, cat. 
Optional: Laminate for extra durability! 
Punch holes in the upper corners and use 
yarn/string to create necklaces.

focus questions

Here are some focus questions to get started:
• What is a flyway?
• How is a flyway like the interstate highway system?
• What are some reasons that birds migrate south?
• What obstacles do birds encounter during their 

migration?
• How do birds know when to migrate?
• How do birds know where to migrate?
• What things do birds need for a successful migra-

tion?
• What can humans do to help migratory birds?  

Materials

Cones or flags for boundary markers
Obstacle necklaces (Supplies needed include heavy paper/cardstock, paper punch, scissors, and yarn/
string)
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Activity

After watching “Life is a Flyway” and discussing the focus questions, gather students in the designated 
area. Divide the students into two groups: three-quarters as migrating birds, and one-quarter as obsta-
cles. The students that are the obstacles will wear a necklace and place themselves within the boundar-
ies. These students must keep their left foot planted at all times.

The students that are the migrating birds will line up at the north end of the boundary. At “go,” the 
migrating birds will attempt to fly south without being tagged by an obstacle. If they are tagged, the 
bird “dies,” stopping in place and falling to the ground. After each bird has successfully completed the 
journey south or been waylaid by an obstacle, discuss the migration success rate. Ask the students what 
obstacles they think could be removed or made less harmful as part of human efforts of conservation. 
Switch roles and try the game again without the obstacles the students thought could be removed. 
Compare the migration success rates. 

Adapted from an activity in the book “Hands-On Nature: Information and Activities for Exploring the Environment with 
Children.”

Additional Resources

Smithsonian Migratory Bird Center: 
https://nationalzoo.si.edu/scbi/migratorybirds/education/learn-about-birds.cfm 


