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Bird Evolution, Taxonomy & Morphology

Module 1 - Online Birding Enthusiast Course - curriculum by Joe Grosel (1966—2021)

Birds are some of the most easily found animals on Earth — more than 11,000 species, ranging
from a 2.25 g hummingbird to a 100 kg ostrich. This module lays the foundation: where birds came
from, how they fit into the tree of life, and how to talk about them with anyone, anywhere.

1.1 Why birds matter

Birds occur in every habitat on Earth. They are visible, vocal, easy to find and rich in behaviour — which
makes them the perfect entry point into the wild. Birding is now the fastest growing outdoor recreation in the
USA, UK and Netherlands. In South Africa, the avi-tourism market is between 25,000 and 40,000 visitors
annually.

1.2 What makes a bird a bird

Seven features in every bird: (1) feathers — the single unique feature shared by no other animal, (2) wings,
(3) a beak, (4) two legs, (5) hollow bones, (6) warm-bloodedness, (7) hard-shelled eggs.

1.3 Bird evolution

Birds evolved from carnivorous Theropod dinosaurs in the Jurassic, 165—-150 million years ago.
Archaeopteryx lithographica ("ancient wing in stone") preserves both reptilian features (toothed beak, wing
claws, bony tail) and avian features (asymmetric flight feathers).

1.4 Taxonomy

Kingdom - Phylum - Class - Order —» Family — Genus - Species. Latin binomial naming (eg. Lybius
torquatus = Black-collared Barbet) is universal. Modern birds split into Palaeognathae (ostrich, kiwi, tinamou)
and Neognathae (everything else).

1.5 Morphology vocabulary

Morphology = the shape and form of a bird. The course returns again and again to topographical terms —
crown, mantle, scapulars, vent, supercilium — because confident identification depends on confident
vocabulary.

Key Terms
Theropoda Carnivorous dinosaur group from which birds descend.
Archaeopteryx 150-million-year-old transitional fossil.
Palaeognathae Ancient-jaw birds — ostrich, kiwi, tinamou.
Neognathae All other modern birds.
Binomial Latin genus + species naming system.
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