
Engaging with Nature

Looking at Habitat Diversity through 
Birds

A Learning Sequence



Improving Biodiversity in School Grounds 
Looking at habitat diversity through birds - a learning sequence. 

Big idea
How healthy is the biodiversity in your school grounds and in your local area? By undertaking a bird 
survey, the presence (or absence) of different types of birds and the habitats they occur in provides a 
simple way of estimating the health of biodiversity in your area. Birds are a good indicator of health for an 
ecosystem because they are easily seen in and around your school and through the hills and suburbs. 
As different types of birds feed on different things in the food chain they are a really good indicator of the 
health of the overall system. You don’t need to be a bird expert to undertake this bird survey. 

The learning activities are divided into two sections. Section 1 looks at considering the number of bird 
species in the school grounds, undertaking a bird survey and analysing your data. Section 2 is about 
researching the birds, communicating and involving others to plan and take action to improve habitats 
to attract a greater diversity of bird species. This is an interesting and practical way to start looking at 
biodiversity in the school grounds.
 
Essential questions 

• What can birds tell us about the diversity of habitats?
• How can we enhance the school grounds to attract more kinds of birds?
• Why are birds important and why do we need to protect them?
• What is biodiversity and why is it important?  
• What is an ecosystem? 
• How has our local area changed over time? (optional)

Goals
Students will understand Students will know Students will be able to
• The diversity of bird species  

in an area is an indicator of 
the health of biodiversity

• The importance of habitat 
diversity

• Habitats can be enhanced to 
improve diversity of birds 

• Environments change over 
time for a number of reasons 

• What biodiversity is
• What an ecosystem is
• The connection between 

diverse habitats and bird types
• Some local bird species
• What is needed for a range 

of birds to be attracted to the 
school grounds

• Why we need to conserve 
birds

• Identify some local bird 
species

• Discuss ways to improve 
habitat diversity in the school 
grounds

• Take action to improve habitat 
diversity

Links to the South Australian Teaching for Effective Learning Framework
Domain 4
Personalise and 
connect learning

4.1 build on 
learners’ 
understandings

4.2 connect 
learning to 
students’ lives 
and aspirations

4.3 apply and 
assess learning in 
authentic contexts

4.4 communicate 
learning in 
multiple modes

Links to the Australian Curriculum 
Learning Areas

Science English Maths History (Year 4)



Cross Curriculum Priorities

Sustainability

OI.2 All life forms, including 
human life, are connected 
through ecosystems on which 
they depend for their wellbeing 
and survival.

OI.9 Sustainable futures 
result from actions designed 
to preserve and/or restore 
the quality and uniqueness of 
environments

Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Cultures

OI2. Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander communities maintain 
a special connection to and 
responsibility for Country/Place 
throughout all of Australia.

OI3. Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Peoples have unique 
belief systems and are spiritually 
connected to the land, sea, sky 
and waterways.

General Capabilities

Literacy Numeracy
Information and 
communication technology 
competence

Critical and 
creative thinking

Intercultural 
understanding

Glossary
Key Words Use
Biodiversity The variety of all living organisms (trees, plants, genes, ecosystems).

Diversity The number of different types, e.g. types of birds, not the total number of 
individuals.

Ecosystem An ecosystem can consist of multiple habitats. A forest ecosystem may have a 
pond (for frogs), large trees (for nesting birds), and logs (for lizards).

Feeding layers Layers in an ecosystem include trees, shrubs, ground, water, and air. It is the 
area where a particular animal spends most of its time feeding.

Feeding type
Different birds feed upon different types of food and have special adaptations 
to enable them to do this. For example, the beaks and feet of carnivores like 
eagles are very different from those of nectarivores like wattlebirds.

Habitat A habitat is an area where a species lives and gets everything it needs, e.g. a 
pond is an ideal habitat for many type of frog.

Habitat condition The overall health of a particular habitat for a certain species. 

Habitat diversity The types of different habitats within an ecosystem. 
Hollow dependent birds Birds that require for hollows (which take over 100 years to naturally form in old 

trees) or net boxes. For example, rosellas, lorikeets and kookaburras.
Indicator If an animal is an indicator, it is the first to respond to change, e.g. some frogs 

indicate the health, or otherwise, of a waterway, as they are one of the first 
animals to be impacted by pollution.

Species Different types of animal that do not successfully interbreed are considered 
different species. For example magpie, kookaburra and pigeon are three 
different species of bird.



Learning activities
Preparation

Make student copies of:
• Bird Sightings – Record Sheet (page 6)
• Bird ID Charts - http://www.naturalresources.sa.gov.au/adelaidemtloftyranges/education/for-

educators/plants-and-animals (for longer use it is recommended that the charts are laminated)
• Bird Types, Food Sources and Habitat Preferences, South Australia Table (page 9)

Materials Required:
• Clipboard, pencil, and eraser 
• Binoculars (optional, can be loaned free of charge from NRM Education)

Tip: If you organise a map of the school and divided into several sections (habitats) based on the 
number of student groups (ie basketball court, oval, veggie patch) it will make it easier if you want 
to observe changes over time. 

Section 1: Bird Survey
Activity 1: Introduction (classroom)
Materials: Bird ID charts (preferably laminated, one between two unless all students have a copy), White 
Board.
Duration: approx. 20-25 minutes (depending on level of discussion)

Explain to students that they will be learning about birds. Provide them with a bird ID chart between two 
and let them discuss briefly with each other what birds they recognise.

After a few minutes of discussion undertake the following white board exercise: Ask students the following 
questions (elicit responses and list them):

• Do you have a favourite bird or one that you see regularly at school or at home? 
• Where does that bird live and what do you think it needs to survive? 
• Have you seen many birds around our school? Think about where they might live and what they need 

to survive here.
• If you were a bird at school, what would you need to survive, where would you get it from?

As part of this discussion introduce the terms ‘biodiversity’, ‘habitat’, and ‘habitat diversity’ and relate to the 
school grounds (see glossary).

When looking at the bird charts you will notice two symbols: a leaf; and bird head. The leaf describes the 
‘feeding layer’ (see glossary) which refers to where the birds feed, not necessarily where they are seen (ie 
trees, shrubs). The bird head refers to the ‘feeding type’ (see glossary) which refers to the type of feeder 
the bird is (ie insectivore, carnivore). The * refers to introduced species. 

By highlighting these to the students it will make them more aware of what they may see in the school and 
why. It will also assist in the other activities in this unit of work. 

Explain to students that they are starting a project to look at local birds (which can tell us how healthy the 
biodiversity at school is) and the habitat diversity on the school grounds and see if it makes a difference 
to the diversity of bird species that live here. Ask students to identify the local birds and where they have 
seen them. Ask students if they can identify why they see the local birds in certain places in the grounds 
and community (e.g. ravens in the bins looking for food, Honey-eaters looking for flowers).



Propose to students that if your school grounds have a diverse range of habitats, it is likely that more types 
of birds should be living there. Ask for their opinions. Discuss how they can investigate the proposition 
of habitat diversity relating to different bird types (diversity). Invite them to conduct a bird survey. At the 
completion of this activity students will understand feeding types, feeding layers, and habitat diversity.

Tip: To ensure students understand feeding types and feeding layers, select a bird on the chart and 
ask what feeding layer or feeding type it is, do this a few times if necessary. 

Activity 2: Conducting the Survey (outdoors)
Duration: 20-25 minutes depending on bird activity
Materials: clipboards, pencils, binoculars (optional), bird ID charts (preferably laminated), bird sightings 
record sheets (2-3 copies per group unless each student records information)

To conduct the survey, allocate groups of students to look at the different parts of the school grounds (an 
aerial map with sections marked can be useful). Prior to students heading to their assigned area, advise 
the following: 

• Ask them to stand still and quiet for 30 seconds and listen to the sounds to help them tune in to the 
outdoor environment

• Ask them to predict how many kinds of birds they will see in their area and why
• Remind them that the best way to see birds acting naturally is to walk slowly and quietly around the 

yard, stopping sometimes just to observe, and listen
• Tell them to look for signs other than sounds and movement, such as feathers, nests, or droppings
• Using the record sheet (students can either have a designated recorder or record individually), 

students are encouraged to write as much detail as possible to describe their bird (even if they see 
it on the chart) as there are some differences between male and females and it encourages them to 
use their observation skills.

Tip 1: Birds are more active earlier in the day and are not very active on windy days.

Tip 2: If using binoculars, students may be initially excited about looking at everything but birds, 
once they overcome their excitement it is likely that you will get more accurate results.

Tip 3: It may be worth conducting this activity over a few weeks to help students ‘tune in’ to 
observing the birds as they may build their confidence and knowledge. Students may even take a 
bird chart home and do bird watching with their parents.

At the completion of this activity, students will have a total number of bird species in their particular habitat 
(can be counted on their record sheets). 

Optional activities: 
• Students could also conduct the same survey at home (or a site near the school) and compare the 

number of sightings with the results in the school grounds.
• Students can conduct the survey at different times of the day and different times of the year.
• Students can count the number of bird sounds and compare with the number of birds actually seen.
• Bird watching using the ID charts is ideal for Buddy classes or a kids teaching kids framework.
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Activity 3: Summarising the results (classroom)
Duration: 20-25 minutes depending on size of group and number of birds seen
Materials: Completed record sheets, bird ID charts, white board, table template (draw on white board or 
loaded onto smart board)

Back in the classroom ask students the following questions:
• Did they enjoy bird watching and being outside?
• What was their prediction of bird sightings was and how did it compare to their result?
• Did you see anything interesting?
• Why do you think you think your area has a high/low number of birds? As a guide for the discussion, 

10 species is standard for schools in urbanised areas and 15 for Hills/rural areas.

To begin discussing the data, the template below is needed, however it will need to be modified to reflect 
the number of student groups (columns) and bird species (rows). The template below has six student 
groups and looks at feeding layers (the next activity looks at feeding types). Feeding layers can tell us 
if the habitats around the school are missing a feeding layer, which may help you improve the school 
grounds and attract more birds (and biodiversity).
 
Table 1: Blank Template

Bird Species
Student Group  Feeding Layer (using the chart)

1 2 3 4 5 6 Tree Shrub Ground Air Water

Total
          
The steps to completing the template are detailed below with a completed example: 
1. Starting with student group 1, ask them to tell the class what birds they recorded and list them in the 

‘bird species’ column and tick ‘student group 1’ for all species they observed 
2. Repeat this with all groups; if they recorded the same species simply tick their group.
3. From this information you can determine the diversity of bird species for both student group sites and 

the entire study area (e.g. whole school if it was covered by the student groups)
4. The next column of information is ‘feeding layer’ - this relates to where they feed not where they were 

seen. Therefore students can put their recording sheets aside and refer to the ID chart. As you go 
through each bird species, ask the students what feeding layer the bird needs (a bird may have multiple 
feeding layers). Tick the appropriate layer(s) for each species.

5. Once you have completed the feeding layer columns, tally them up and discuss the results with the 
students by asking the following questions: 
• What feeding layer was best represented?
• What feeding layer was least represented?
• Is there a diverse range of birds across all the habitats at the school?
• Why might some birds feed in multiple layers (it is more than likely that you have some of these) and 

what does it tell us about them? (they are adaptable, more common, and can deal with changes in 
the environment more readily) How many birds rely on one feeding layer alone? Do you have many 
of these? 

• Does the evidence collected support or refute the proposition: ‘If there is a diverse range of habitat in 
the grounds then there are likely to be more types of birds living there?’ (Evidence from most schools 
suggests that there are likely to be lots of tree layer birds and few, if any, shrub layer birds).



Table 2: Example of a completed template

Bird Species
Student Group  Feeding Layer (using the chart)

1 2 3 4 5 6 Tree Shrub Ground Air Water
Rainbow Lorikeet    

Magpie     

Noisy Miner      

Willie Wagtail   

Total                     4 3 1 1 2 1 1 2 2 3 2 0
          
6. Ask students how we could improve the habitats and attract more birds (and biodiversity). Depending 

on the student responses, if they do not suggest planting ask them how adding new and/or different 
vegetation could improve the habitat diversity to make it attractive to a wider range of birds (link back to 
what a bird needs to survive). Invite students to be part of taking action to improve the diversity of the 
school grounds (through planting, doing regular bird surveys, teaching other students how to undertake 
bird watching).

At the completion of this activity you will have the total number of bird species and feeding layers for both 
students groups and as a whole school. 

Optional Activities:
• Students can graph their results comparing student groups.
• If the bird surveys are done throughout the year, students can graph their findings in accordance with 

the seasons to see if there is any difference.
• Students can select a patch or a tree to watch over the year to see what types of birds visit the tree.
• If you have tree hollows or bird boxes, NRM Education has a nest box camera on a pole with a real 

time screen (which can be upload to a computer), which can be loaned free of charge.
• Students can undertake the ‘Biodiversity Sum’ by using the information collected from the previous 

activities, which will give you a Habitat Value Rating for your school 

Biodiversity Sum: the habitat value of your school
To calculate the habitat value for each group, undertake the following calculation: 

Diversity of bird species recorded by the group (for Student Group 1 it would be 3)
x
Number of feeding layers (up to 5) recorded by the group (for Student Group 1 this would be 4)
÷ 5 (this represents the maximum possible number of feeding layers)
3 x 4 ÷ 5 = a habitat value of 2.4 for the area surveyed by Student Group 1

To calculate the habitat value of the whole school ecosystem, use the total diversity (total number 
of different bird species 4) multiplied by the number of feeding layers recorded across the groups 
(this would be 4 as no ‘water layer’ birds were recorded), divided by 5 (total number of actual 
feeding layers). 
4 x 4 ÷ 5 = a habitat value of 3.2 for the school 

Habitat Value Rating
0-5 = low habitat value   6-10 = moderate habitat value 
11-20 = good habitat value  21+ = excellent habitat value



Activity 4: Looking at bird types, food sources and habitat 
preferences (Classroom)
Duration: 10-15 minutes depending on level of discussion 
Materials: ‘Bird feeding type’ handout (one for each student), bird ID chart, results from previous exercise 
(may still be on white board/smart board)

Following the completion of Activity 3, ask the student groups to: 
• Read and discuss Table 3:Bird Feeding Types, Food Sources and Habitat Preferences, South 

Australia.
• Identify the types, food sources and habitat preferences of the birds they saw (and did not see) in the 

grounds (using the ID chart to determine the ‘bird feeding type column’). How does it relate to the school 
grounds and what is or isn’t here?

• Discuss what they would need to do around the school or community to attract the bird feeding types 
least represented 

 

Activity 5: Why are we looking at habitat diversity and birds? 
In groups, students research the following questions and communicate their results to the rest of the class.
• What is biodiversity and why is it important?
• What is an ecosystem?
• How do these concepts relate to habitat diversity?
• How do these concepts relate to the kinds of birds in our school grounds?
• What requirements to birds need to survive? 



Table 3: Bird Types, Food Sources and Habitat Preferences, South Australia 
Bird Feeding Type Food Source Preferred Habitat 

Aquatic.
 
e.g. white-faced heron.

Plankton; sometimes crustaceans 

Water, ponds, wetlands. In these 
areas native plants (rushes and 
reeds) are very important, not 
only to the feed in but often to 
nest. 

Carnivore.

e.g. wedge-tail eagle.

Small mammals, reptiles, 
amphibians, fish, and birds which 
need good habitat to live in, which 
includes native plants, rocks and 
fallen logs.

Open areas close to good habitat 
for the food source where they 
can clearly see their prey. Open 
paddocks or ovals can often be 
good as long as there are good 
perching points such as tall trees.

Granivore (beaks are sharp and 
strong).

e.g. sparrows and finches.

Many different types of native 
plants which have seeds, flowers, 
fruits, and berries. Having a range 
of native plants that offer food 
throughout the year is ideal. 

A range of trees and shrubs 
containing flowers, fruits, and 
berries. Many granivores need 
tree hollows, which take up to 
120 years to form and are mostly 
found in gum trees. 

Insectivore (beaks either long 
or short and strong).

e.g. willie wagtail, pardalotes, 
welcome swallows.

Predominately spiders and 
insects such as flies, moths, 
beetles. If these aren’t caught in 
the air they can be found under 
rocks, logs, leaf litter, under bark, 
and in grass. 

Open areas are good for catching 
insects particularly when there is 
a perch of some type. Woodlands 
are ideal areas as they are open 
and have a lot of vantage points. 
In spring there are more flowers 
which attract more insects (for 
pollination) for the birds to eat

Nectarivore and insectivore 
(tongues are brush like).

e.g. honeyeaters, wattlebird.

Nectar found in flowers, insects 
and spiders which need a range 
of plants, rocks, logs, and leaf 
litter. 

In areas with flowering native 
plants and habitat suitable for 
insects and spiders. Flowering 
plants will attract insects as they 
are really important for pollination. 
Most native plants flower in 
Spring.

Omnivore.
 
e.g. silver gulls, purple 
swamphens.

Fruits, seeds, flowers, insects, 
spiders, molluscs, fish, small 
vertebrates (material from plants 
and animals)

The more diverse the habitat the 
better. Native plants can provide 
a diverse food source as they 
will also attract native insects. 
Wetlands and ponds are also 
ideal areas. 

Piscivore.

e.g. egrets. 

Mainly fish, sometimes 
crustaceans

Reservoirs, lakes, ponds, rivers, 
creeks and wetlands.

Adapted from: Daniels and Tate
 



Section 2
Activity 1: Finding out More
Duration: The length of time deemed necessary for gathering information
Materials: Access to resources (NRM Education Loan Library has resources for schools to loan free of 
charge)

Invite students to learn more about the birds sighted in the school grounds and also the birds usually found 
in the local area. Students choose birds on the list and research the following:

• What does the bird look like? Describe features such as beaks, feet and find a picture.
• Where does it occur in Australia/Internationally?
• Is it commonly found or threatened, vulnerable or endangered?
• Where does it feed (i.e. air, trees, shrubs, ground or water layer)?
• What does the bird eat (does it rely on certain plants)?
• What adaptions does it have (beak, feet etc)?
• Where does it nest (does it need hollows or somewhere to construct a nest)?
• What kind of habitat does it prefer (woodlands, grasslands)?
• Draw the life cycle of your chosen bird.
• What can we do to attract this bird to our school grounds?

Prompt students to save their research information in a folder on the computer. Invite students to be part of 
a project to improve the diversity of the grounds to attract other birds.

To gain support for the project, ask students to work in groups to design a creative presentation for other 
students, staff and parents. The presentation will promote the birds in the grounds, illustrate those that 
could be attracted to the grounds and how this could be done. Include information about biodiversity and 
ecosystems in the presentation.

Optional Activities:
• In looking at what vegetation to add to the school grounds, it is useful to find out how the local area 

has changed over time. Looking at historic aerial photographs and literature is good place to begin.
• Ask students to interview their parents and grandparents (if not raised in local area, try supervised 

interviews with neighbours) about changes they have seen in the local area in their lifetimes. 
• Explore the landscape both past and present from an Aboriginal perspective (visit a cultural centre or 

talk with a local Aboriginal elder).
• Create a timeline and add all the above changes to it. Discuss which changes are made by people 

and why they were made. Consider what impact this has had on biodiversity. Extend the timeline into 
probable (if we just keep going as we are) and preferred (the kind we would like to have) futures. 
Discuss with students the probable and preferred futures and document them on the timeline.

Activity 2: Involving others
Each group communicates their findings and recommendations to the rest of the school at assembly or by 
visiting classrooms and asks the other students their thoughts about improving the habitat diversity of the 
school grounds. 

Download maps of the vegetation that used to be in the area (https://www.naturalresources.sa.gov.au/
adelaidemtloftyranges/plants-and-animals/native-plants-animals-and-biodiversity/urban-biodiversity) and 
discuss which birds it would be practical to encourage into the school grounds. Develop a plan to improve 
the habitat condition, seek any necessary approvals and document it as part of the biodiversity section of 
the school’s School Environment Management Plan (SEMP).



Activity 3: Taking action
NRM Education, Trees for Life and local nurseries can all help with advice and expertise. Involve students 
in designing and planning the school ground improvements. Remember to take photos before any 
plantings and landscape changes are undertaken so you can document changes over time. Work out 
ways to support the plantings to maturity. Record any new sightings of birds and anecdotal comments. 
Undertake another bird survey and compare results.

Extension activities:
• Explore Dreaming stories that relate to birds and what they can teach us e.g.Tjilbruke, Winda the Owl 

- https://web.archive.org/web/20100816021808/http://www.aboriginaleducation.sa.edu.au/files/
links/Dreaming_stories_and_bird.pdf

• Learn to recognise some common bird songs (there is CD available in the loan library)
• Birds Project - https://www.naturalresources.sa.gov.au/files/sharedassets/adelaide_and_mt_

lofty_ranges/nrm_education/birds-project-unit-notes-gen.pdf
• Learn to recognise the silhouette of common birds (often we can’t see the detail of the bird we are 

trying to identify).
• Share samples of bird foods for students to experience (e.g. sheoak cones, eucalyptus buds, bugs, 

seeds).
• Do practical exercises around the beaks of birds and relate to adaptations.
• Investigate if any birds in your local area are declining or threatened
• Count the individual number of birds in each species to work out the dominant species.
• Examine the relationship between flock sizes and the impact on each bird. i.e. is there a correlation 

between the size of the flock and the number of times each bird checks for signs of danger? 
• Are there any birds we want to discourage (e.g. sparrows that feed on food scraps)? How can we do 

it?
• Undertake excursions to look at other habitat areas to compare bird sightings.
• Simulation Game – Ecosystems Rule, OK! https://www.naturalresources.sa.gov.au/files/

sharedassets/adelaide_and_mt_lofty_ranges/nrm_education/bird-game-fact.pdf

Resources and Links
• A Field Guide to Australian Birds by Simpson & Day
• The Australian Bird-Garden: Creating Havens for Native Birds by Graham Pizzey
• Adelaide Nature of a City – The Ecology of a Dynamic City from 1836 to 2036 edited by Christopher B 

Daniels and Catherine J Tait

• Engaging with Nature Bird Tracks: Understanding South Australian Birds, their Food & Habitat by Janet 
Pedler - https://www.naturalresources.sa.gov.au/files/sharedassets/adelaide_and_mt_lofty_
ranges/monitoring_and_evaluation/schools/amlr-me-schools-bird-tracks-teacher-pack-gen.pdf

• Birdlife Australia - education resources - www.birdlife.org.au/education-publications/education
• Birdlife Australia - feeding ecology - www.birdlife.org.au/all-about-birds/australias-birds/biology-

ecology

• Birds SA - www.birdssa.asn.au 
• Birds in Backyards - www.birdsinbackyards.net 
• Nature Conservation Society of South Australia - www.ncssa.asn.au 

https://web.archive.org/web/20100816021808/http://www.aboriginaleducation.sa.edu.au/files/links/Dreaming_stories_and_bird.pdf
https://web.archive.org/web/20100816021808/http://www.aboriginaleducation.sa.edu.au/files/links/Dreaming_stories_and_bird.pdf
https://www.naturalresources.sa.gov.au/files/sharedassets/adelaide_and_mt_lofty_ranges/nrm_education/birds-project-unit-notes-gen.pdf
https://www.naturalresources.sa.gov.au/files/sharedassets/adelaide_and_mt_lofty_ranges/nrm_education/birds-project-unit-notes-gen.pdf
https://www.naturalresources.sa.gov.au/files/sharedassets/adelaide_and_mt_lofty_ranges/nrm_education/bird-game-fact.pdf
https://www.naturalresources.sa.gov.au/files/sharedassets/adelaide_and_mt_lofty_ranges/nrm_education/bird-game-fact.pdf
https://www.naturalresources.sa.gov.au/files/sharedassets/adelaide_and_mt_lofty_ranges/monitoring_and_evaluation/schools/amlr-me-schools-bird-tracks-teacher-pack-gen.pdf
https://www.naturalresources.sa.gov.au/files/sharedassets/adelaide_and_mt_lofty_ranges/monitoring_and_evaluation/schools/amlr-me-schools-bird-tracks-teacher-pack-gen.pdf
www.birdlife.org.au/education-publications/education
www.birdlife.org.au/all-about-birds/australias-birds/biology-ecology
www.birdlife.org.au/all-about-birds/australias-birds/biology-ecology


Teacher notes
What is biodiversity?  
Biodiversity is “the variety of all living things, and the systems which connect them.” This includes all the 
planet’s different plants, animals and micro-organisms, plus the genetic information they contain and the 
ecosystems of which they are a part. It is the result of millions of years of evolution.
Source: http://www.naturalresources.sa.gov.au/files/sharedassets/adelaide_and_mt_lofty_ranges/
nrm_education/biodiversity-teacher-notes-gen.pdf 

Why is biodiversity important?
Everything in the natural world is connected. This means that everything we do as humans affects 
biodiversity, and biodiversity affects us. The more variety the better. This provides protection against things 
going wrong. Diverse ecosystems, and therefore diverse species and genes, make for a healthier, more 
resilient planet. Biodiversity enhances an ecosystem’s ability to do these essential ecological processes:
• oxygen production
• form and build healthy soils
• filter water on its way to the sea
• pollinate crops and plants generally
• store and recycle nutrients
• resist feral invasion

A lessening of biodiversity in an ecosystem weakens the ability of that system to survive and perform the 
ecosystem services that we as humans, and other organisms, benefit so much from. Basically, there are 
three types of biodiversity: species, ecosystem and genetic diversity.
Source: http://www.naturalresources.sa.gov.au/files/sharedassets/adelaide_and_mt_lofty_ranges/
nrm_education/biodiversity-teacher-notes-gen.pdf 

What is an ecosystem? 
An ecosystem is a community of organisms (living things) which depend upon each other for their 
existence. For example, you might expect to find kangaroos, or emus, or echidnas, in grassy woodland, 
but not in Antarctica, because these animals need the plants or bugs in the woodland and conversely, the 
plants need them.

For example, plants are tip-pruned by kangaroos, emus disperse and help germinate seed in their 
scats, and echidnas till the soil which also aids in germination of some seeds. Examples of some local 
SA ecosystems are: woodland of the Mt Lofty Ranges, grasslands of the mid North, mallee scrub, Port 
Adelaide mangroves, the Port Noarlunga reef, Murray River system, ponds, caves. On a more global 
scale, some examples are: oceans, the Arctic and Antarctic ice sheets, rainforests and deserts.
Source: http://www.naturalresources.sa.gov.au/files/sharedassets/adelaide_and_mt_lofty_ranges/
nrm_education/biodiversity-teacher-notes-gen.pdf

Why are birds important?
• Many birds eat insects and are natural pest controllers for our school and home gardens. 
• Birds are very important pollinators, without pollination we wouldn’t have the seeds that grow into the 

trees, shrubs and groundcovers that form part of an ecosystem.
• Birds play an important role in spreading seeds of berries and other fleshy fruits. Often these seeds 

don’t have any way of spreading other than birds dispersing them in their droppings. 
• Like the canary in the coal mine, birds are good indicators of the health of an ecosystem. If they start 

to disappear then we know something is wrong and, unfortunately, many of our birds are declining as a 
result of land clearance, weeds, and predators.
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Is there a need to conserve certain bird species in our school?
Depending on where your school is situated, you may have some rare birds which you can help protect by 
planting plant certain types of vegetation. For example, the Yellow-tailed Black-cockatoo is a Threatened 
species under the National Parks and Wildlife Act 1972. One of the key reasons for this is the loss of its 
habitat, including the clearance of old hollow-bearing trees and other native species that provided seeds 
for food (Hakeas, Sheoaks, and Banksias). This bird would benefit from nest boxes, planting trees that will 
develop hollows and the re-establishment of food plants. 

The Yellow-tailed Black-cockatoo is just one of many threatened birds species in the Mount Lofty Ranges; 
others include the Silvereye, Superb Fairy-wren, Eastern Spinebill, and Sulphur-crested Cockatoo (see 
Bird ID charts). Monitoring data is collected annually by a team of expert and volunteer ornithologists 
currently funded by the Adelaide & Mount Lofty Ranges NRM Board and co-ordinated by the Nature 
Conservation Society of South Australia. To find out more about the study and threatened bird species 
in the region, download the easy to read report available from the Nature Conservation Society of South 
Australia’s website at http://www.ncssa.asn.au/index.php?option=com_content&view=category&layo
ut=blog&id=51&Itemid=349.
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