
Every year in spring and again in fall, millions of birds migrate, taking to the air to travel between their summer and 
winter homes. For some, it’s a relatively short trip. Others, like these Common Terns, travel thousands of miles, and 
some birds fly for days at a time without landing. 

Migrating Birds Are Everywhere
No matter where you live, birds migrate through your neighborhood. This map shows some of 
the routes taken by different kinds of birds through North and South America each year.

Here’s how you can help migrating birds 
and resident birds:

•  Keep shorelines clean and don’t disturb birds 
nesting on the beach. 

•  Plant native trees and plants to provide food and 
places to rest and nest.

• Provide a source of clean water.

•  Turn out lights or close curtains at night to help 
birds stay safe and on course.

•  Keep cats indoors.

Ask an Expert! Send questions about migrating birds and share  
your ideas for helping birds to: Audubon_Adventures@Audubon.org 
Audubon, 225 Varick Street, 7th floor, New York, NY 10014,  
www.audubonadventures.org
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Why Do  
Birds Migrate?
Birds travel to where there’s plenty of food to feed 

their families. During spring and summer in North 
America, trees and plants produce nutritious 

fruits and berries. Insects, spiders, 
worms, frogs, fish, and other prey 

are abundant. It’s a feast for 
hungry chicks.

Birds Need 
Your Help
Wild places are disappearing and 
the climate is warming. As habitats 
change, birds face many challenges 
and struggle to find what they need 
wherever they are.

How Do Birds  
Find Their Way? 
Different kinds of birds use different skills and 
techniques to get where they need to go. 
Some learn from their parents. Others 
use landmarks, sound, the sun and 
stars, or Earth’s magnetic 
field to find their way.
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No matter where you live, you can find birds. They may be 
birds that live there year round or for a season, or birds that 
stop off or pass through while migrating. 

The record-holder for the longest bird migration is the Arctic 
Tern, which migrates between the Arctic and Antarctica, 
traveling up to 50,000 miles annually. The Common Tern, 
featured on the Audubon Adventures poster, is a member of 
the same family. Some Common Terns fly about 7,000 miles 
one way when they migrate between northern Canada and 
South America.

Many animals migrate, moving from one location to another 
to take advantage of the availability of food and better 
weather. Most travel north to breed and raise their young, then 
south when summer weather gives way to winter, although 
there are exceptions—e.g., some travel between coastal and 
inland territories. Migratory animals in North America include 
caribou, various species of whales, fish, and sea turtles, and 

monarch butterflies. But 
birds, by far, are the most 
abundant and familiar 
migrants.

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and the National Audubon 
Society divide the United States into four flyways through 
which migrating birds regularly travel: Pacific, Central, 
Mississippi, and Atlantic. Flyways help both groups monitor 
and study migratory birds. You can learn more about them 
here: https://www.audubon.org/birds/flyways and http://
www.fws.gov/migratorybirds/flyways.html.
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Some birds fly nonstop between their breeding and wintering 
ranges, but most stop along the way to rest and feed. That’s 
why it’s important to realize that a bird’s range may extend 
over hundreds or thousands of miles, even over different 
continents, and that it requires healthy habitat across that 
entire area.

Using the Poster as  
a Teaching/Learning Tool
Encourage students to look closely at the poster, talk about it 
among themselves and as a class, and ask questions. Questions can 
be starting places for research projects and presentations. Point 
out that students can “ask an expert” by sending their questions to 
Audubon Adventures at the email address on the poster.

Explore the idea that people can take action to help birds. For 
example, ask students to consider why keeping cats indoors 
helps birds.

Invite students to name the birds they’ve seen or know about. 
Make a class list and add to it over time. Suggest that students 
keep their own lists, watching for birds wherever they are, anytime. 
When they’ve seen a new bird, they can share it with the class.

Ask your librarian or media specialist to provide relevant 
reference materials and help students learn how to use field 
guides. When the name of a bird is known, go to Audubon’s 
online Guide to North American Birds: https://www.
audubon.org/field-guide.

Get Involved: Get Outside!
Participate in local activities that get you and your students 
outside. Whether it’s an educational field trip or volunteering 
to help improve your community’s habitat for migrating birds 
and other wildlife, Audubon can help you find opportunities. 
To find the Audubon Center, sanctuary, or chapter near you, 
go to: http://www.audubon.org/audubon-near-you.
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The globe graphic on the poster shows the common 
migratory routes of some particular groups of birds:

Shore birds – Birds that frequent fresh- 
and saltwater shorelines

Sea birds – Birds that spend at least part 
of their lives far out at sea

Land birds – Birds, such as songbirds, 
that do not depend on a body of water 
for food

Raptors – Birds of prey—i.e., birds, such 
as hawks, eagles, and owls, that hunt other 
animals for food

Waterfowl – Ducks, geese, and other 
swimming birds
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