
Sasha’s Journal



Copyright 2012 by the Board of Cooperative Educational Services for the Second Supervisory District of Monroe and Orleans Counties, Elementary 
Science Program. All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any 
means, electronic, mechanical photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of Monroe 2–Orleans BOCES, Elementary 
Science Program.



A page from one of Charles Darwin’s journals

My name is Sasha Elizabeth Brown. My middle name comes from my great grandmother. 
She grew up on the farm that my grandparents still live on. Recently I went with my mother to 
visit my grandparents. While we were there, my grandmother gave me four notebooks. These 
had belonged to my great grandmother Elizabeth. These were journals that she had written 
when she was a teenager in the 1930’s. At that time, my great grandmother was in charge of 
planting the vegetable garden. 

The first journal just tells when crops were planted and harvested. The others include 
information on the garden but they also include notes on things that happened on the farm. 
My great grandmother writes about getting a puppy. She describes the first snowfall of the 
winter. She notes when the first robin appeared in the spring. She tells about seeing two 
foxes playing in a back field. She even put some wild flowers in the journal. They are all dry 
now and very brittle. 

I am inspired by my great grandmother. I am going to keep a journal too. I want to jot 
down the things that I observe in nature. My mother and grandmother both think this is a 
wonderful idea. My grandmother says there’s always something happening in nature. You 
just need to open your eyes and look around. My mother says many famous scientists kept 
journals. Scientists like Leonardo da Vinci and Charles Darwin kept journals. 
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July 20
My grandparents live on a farm. Last spring my grandfather got a call from a teacher. She 

had incubated chicken eggs as a class project. To incubate the eggs she had to keep them in 
a special box which was very warm at 100° F. A mother hen does the same thing by sitting on 
the eggs. The eggs have to be warm for the chicks to develop inside the eggs.

After the chicks hatched, the teacher needed to find a home for them. She wondered 
if my grandfather would take them. He did. When he first got them they were very tiny and 
had only down feathers. He kept a heat lamp on them for another month while they grew. 
Two months after he got them, they were flying to the top of their pen and roosting. My 
grandfather said that they must be ready to fledge which means leave the nest. Soon after 
that he moved them to a chicken coop. 

Most of the time, the young chickens are kept inside a fenced 
area next to their coop. My grandfather lets them out for a couple 
hours each day. The chickens wander in the yard. When they see my 
grandfather coming, they all go running over to him. They will gather 
around him even if he doesn’t have food. When he starts to walk, they all 
line up behind him. It is very funny to see my grandfather walking around 
the yard with six young chickens running after him. He is like a mother 
hen with all her chicks following her. But then my grandfather is the only 
mother that these chickens have ever known. 

Most of the time, the young chickens are kept inside a fenced 
area next to their coop. My grandfather lets them out for a couple 
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September 1
We have a nice backyard with bushes and a few trees. 

I see birds there and I thought that I would put out a bird 
feeder especially with winter coming. My dad thought 
it was a good idea too. We went to the garden store to 
pick out a feeder. There were so many different types of 
feeders that I did not know which one to choose. Then 
there were all these different types of bird seed mixes. 
Which one should I use? It was a good thing that we met 
Mr. Hunt, our neighbor, at the garden store. He told us 
that he had a tray bird feeder which we could use. His son 
had built it when he was my age. Mr. Hunt had just found 
the feeder when he was cleaning out his shed. 

 I asked Mr. Hunt what type of bird seed mix I should 
use. He then asked me what types of birds did I want to 
attract to the feeder. I said I wasn’t sure but I thought 
maybe robins and cardinals. He said if I used a general 
bird seed mix, I would be sure to attract cardinals. Then 
he said that I shouldn’t count on robins to show up at the 
feeder. I asked Mr. Hunt why I wouldn’t see robins. He 
told me that during the winter robins migrate south. Also 
robins would rather eat worms than seeds so even in spring 
and summer they are less likely to come to the feeder. The 
birds that come to the feeders are birds that like to 
eat seeds. Even so, Mr. Hunt said that 
we will get to see a lot of birds at our 
feeder. Most of them will be songbirds. 
They are called that because of the 
pretty sounds that they make.
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Our neighbor, Mr. Hunt, saw us taking photos of lady 
bugs. When he asked what we were doing, my father told him 
about the Lost Lady Bug Project. Mr. Hunt said the feeder, 
which he gave us, was from a school project. His son had 
participated in Project Feederwatch. His son counted the 
different types birds that he saw at the feeder during the 
winter. Like the Lost Lady Bug Project, this information was 
sent to scientists. The scientists reviewed the information. 
Then they made the information available online to everyone. 

Later my father said to me, “Now you have a feeder up, 
maybe you can become a citizen scientist on your own and 
join Project Feederwatch.”

We were driving in the car listening to the radio. As part of the news, there was an 
interview with an entomologist – that’s a person who studies insects. He was asking people 
to help him look for the Nine Spotted Lady Bug. He said that these lady bugs were once 
common in New York State but now they are rare. My father was surprised to hear this. He 
said this fall we have had more lady bugs than he has ever remembered seeing before. 

When we got home my father emailed the entomologist and told him about all the lady 
bugs we have seen. The entomologist emailed back and said that if we looked closely at 
the lady bugs, we would probably not find any Nine Spotted Lady Bugs in the group. He 
said that the Asian Lady Bugs have taken over. The Asian Lady Bugs were brought in by 
gardeners to eat aphids. Aphids are tiny insects that harm plants. Once the Asian Lady 
Bugs got here they took over. 

 The entomologist asked us if we would join the Lost Lady Bug Project. For this project, 
we are taking photos of the lady bugs around our house and sending the photos to the 
entomologist. Our work will help entomologists figure out what has happened to the Nine 
Spotted Lady Bug. People like us, who collect information for scientists, are called citizen 
scientists.
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Maria and I were out walking through the fields where my grandparents live. There we saw 
the tracks of geese. I could tell they were geese because the tracks showed webbing. Also 
we found the tracks in an area where we had seen geese. There have been flocks of them 
landing in the field. They rest and feed before taking off to continue their voyage south. 
They are migrating. Robins, juncos and hummingbirds are other birds that migrate, but I am 
more aware of geese. I guess because they are noisy and they fill the sky in such numbers. 

October 12

Geese eating grass

Geese tracks
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I understand why birds travel south to warmer climates in the winters. There will be more 
food for them to eat than if they stayed here where winters are harsh and snow can cover 
up food. But so far it has been a very mild fall. Since the weather has not turned cold yet, 
I wondered how the birds know to fly south. My father said that in the fall there are fewer 
hours of daylight than in the summer. He says this can trigger the birds to start to fly 
south. But he said experiments have shown that birds just seem to know when they should 
head south. He also told me that until researchers started banding birds, no one really 
understood much about where birds went in the fall. 

My father said that bird banding is when scientists put a metal bracelet around the leg 
of a bird. On the metal band is a number that identifies 
the bird. When birds fly south in the fall and north in the 
spring, they stop along the way to rest. Scientists check 
these stop-over areas and capture some migrating birds. 
They check to see if any of the birds are banded. If any 
birds are banded, they write down the birds’ identification 
numbers, then they let the birds go. Scientists from all 
over North, South and Central America share information 
on which banded birds showed up in their area. This is 
the way we have learned about the routes that different 
types of birds travel. 

Bird banding
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We have set up the bird feeder in our backyard. I am starting to watch birds as they come 
to the feeder. We hear birds sing in the morning so I thought that we would see more birds at 
the feeder in the morning but so far that hasn’t been the case. Maybe I am just not getting 
up early enough.

October 20

Tufted 
TitmouseBlack 
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I am having a hard time identifying the birds at my feeder. Cardinals and blue jays are 
pretty easy to tell. Male cardinals are red. Blue jays are mostly blue. I see mourning doves 
on the ground by the feeder. They are large birds with a lot of tan coloring. Some of the 
smaller birds are not so easy to tell apart. We have sparrows. They are brown speckled with 
white and black. There are a lot of different types of sparrows: American tree sparrow, 
Song Sparrow, House Sparrow and White Throated Sparrow. I really cannot tell one type 
of sparrow from another. There are two other small birds that I confuse - the Black Capped 
Chickadee and Tufted Titmouse. Both have gray backs and small patch of reddish color on 
the side. When I look at pictures of them I can see that the Black Capped Chickadee has a 
black crown and a black throat. The Tufted Titmouse has a gray crest and a white throat. 
A lot of times when I am looking at them at the feeder I can’t get a good look at their heads 
because the birds are moving. I was getting frustrated trying to identify these birds. My 
father told me not to worry about it. He says, “The more you look, the easier it will become 
to identify them. But for now just enjoy seeing them at the feeder.”

Black 
Capped 
Chickadee

Tufted 
Titmouse

Mourning Dove
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Song Sparrow

House Sparrow

White Throated 
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I was taking a walk in the park when I came across a feather. I took it home and showed 
it to my parents. We all agreed that it must have belonged to a blue jay because of its 
coloring. Maria wants me to make it into a quill pen. But I have decided to add it to my nature 
collection. My collection now includes the molted skin of a snake, the fossil of a trilobite, 
and a bird’s nest. 

November 2

 I wonder why the feather was on the ground. How did the blue jay lose this feather? 
Was the blue jay preening? Preening is when a bird uses its beak to check over its feathers 
and smooth them out. During preening some birds even use their beaks to rub oil through 
their feathers to make them waterproof. The oil comes from an area at the base of the tail. 
Maybe the blue jay lost these feathers taking a dust bath? I am not sure if blue jays take 
dust bath or water baths, but birds like to clean their feathers by bathing. On the farm, the 
chickens take dust baths. They use their feet to scratch and loosen dirt in the farm yard. 
Then they seem to roll around in the loosened dirt. They ruffle and shake their feathers 
to work the dirt through their feathers and over their bodies. It seems strange but my 
grandfather says that the dirt helps control insects that could live in the feathers and on the 
skin. Watching the chickens take a dirt bath, it is easy to see how a feather could be lost. 
Maybe the blue jay lost the feather as a result of molting? Molting is when a bird replaces 
old, damaged feathers with new ones. Here’s another idea. Maybe the blue jay lost this 
feather when it was fighting with another bird while defending his territory? Or maybe the 
blue jay lost this feather as it was flying out the claws of a predator like a cat?
feather when it was fighting with another bird while defending his territory? Or maybe the 
blue jay lost this feather as it was flying out the claws of a predator like a cat?

snake skin

trilobite bird’s 
nest
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I think that a cardinal “owns” our bird feeder. My mother says that the cardinal is 
showing dominant behavior. Anyhow, I have seen him chase away other birds especially the 
cowbirds. I don’t blame him for chasing away the cowbirds. They are not very nice birds. 

A female cowbird will lay her eggs in the nests of other birds. Sometimes the cowbird even 
pushes out the eggs that are already there. Then the female cowbird will leave her eggs for 
these other birds to hatch and raise. Baby cowbirds are very demanding. They will push 
aside the other nestlings so they will be first to be fed by the mother bird.

December 6

My grandfather says that he sees 
dominant behavior in his chickens. He calls 
it a pecking order. There’s a number one 
chicken, a number two chicken right down the 
line. The number one chicken is the first at the 
feeder and the first one in the coop at night. 
Once one of the chickens was sick and none 
of the other chickens would let her roost 
with them. I thought that was pretty mean but 
my grandfather said it was just a way for the 
other chickens to protect themselves from 
getting sick.

Cardinal showing dominant behavior

Cowbird
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I think I am going to have to find 
another bird feeder or make changes 
to the one which I already have. The 
squirrels have discovered the feeder. 
They leap onto the feeder from the 
branches of the pine trees that are next 
to the bird feeder. What they don’t eat, 
they knock out of the feeder when they 
leap onto it. Maybe I should move the 
feeder out into the open away from 
the trees. That way, the squirrels can’t 
leap onto it. The base of the feeder 
is a plastic pole and I don’t think the 
squirrels can climb up it. But I wonder if 
the birds will want to come to the feeder 
if it is out in the open. I think the birds 
prefer to eat where they feel protected. 
That’s because when they are eating 
they are more at risk of being caught 
than when they are flying. 

 What should I do about the 
squirrels? 

January 4

Squirrel on the feeder
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A wildlife rehabilitator visited our school today. A wildlife rehabilitator is someone who is 
trained to take care of injured wildlife. The rehabilitator showed us a couple owls and hawks 
that had been injured. Even though the injuries have healed, if these birds were set free they 
would not survive in the wild. 

Owls and hawks are birds of prey. Birds of prey eat other animals. Both the hawks and 
the owls have very sharp claws called talons. They use their talons to capture, kill and 
carry their prey. The wildlife rehabilitator wears a large leather glove so that the talons do 
not hurt him when the birds are perched on his arm. Both owls and hawks have hooked 
beaks. Hawks use their beaks to tear into the flesh of the prey animals. Most owls eat their 
prey whole. Both hawks and owls spit out pellets. The rehabilitator even showed us owl 
pellets. The pellets are made of the bones and fur from the prey animals. Sometimes there 
are even feathers in the pellets because some owls eat small birds. Hawks and owls cannot 

February 17
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digest bones, fur or feathers. These things collect in the gizzard. The gizzard is part of the 
digestive tract of the bird. The pellet is formed in the gizzard and then the bird coughs or 
spits it out. 

The wildlife rehabilitator says that owl pellets are interesting to study. Because owls eat 
their prey whole, you can find whole skulls in the pellet along with other bones. You can use 
the skulls to identify what animals the owl has eaten and from that you can learn about the 
area where the owl hunts. The rehabilitator says that sometimes you can find enough bones 
within a pellet to put together the skeleton of an entire mouse or another small animal. 

Our teacher, Mrs. Townsend, says we are going to dissect pellets from a barn owl. Mrs. 
Townsend says we have to be careful because the bones can be very small and fragile. I am 
excited to see what animals I will find in the pellet. 
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We have had bald eagle sightings. People have seen them in abandoned fields. They are 
perching in the tops of trees and checking out the area for something to eat. My father 
thinks that the eagles are coming here from the wildlife refuge. The refuge is about an hour’s 
drive out of town. We went there several years ago. They had stations set up where you 
could view the eagles using binoculars. One of the conservation officers at the refuge told 
us that bald eagles had nearly gone extinct in New York State about 40 years ago. 

March 25

Eagle fishing

Eagle feeding fish to young
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At that time people used a chemical called DDT to control insects. It was very good 
at killing mosquitoes. They sprayed it over the wetlands where it got into the water. The 
conservation officer said one of the problems with DDT is that it moved up the food chain. 
Algae and water plants took in the DDT. Then the insect larvae took in the DDT when they 
ate the algae and the water plants. The small fish took in the DDT when they ate the insects 
and the large fish took in DDT when they ate smaller fish. Finally the eagles took in the DDT 
when they ate the large fish. DDT had a bad effect on eagles. One effect was that it made 
the shells of the eagle’s eggs very thin. They were so thin that the eggs broke when the 
mother eagle sat on the eggs to keep them warm. Things looked very bad for the eagle. With 
so few eggs hatching each year, it looked like the eagle would go extinct. 

Then DDT was banned. By this time there were almost no 
eagles left in New York State. Eagles were brought into New 
York from Alaska. These Alaskan eagles were able to breed 
here. Since 1985 the number of eagles in New York has steadily 
increased. Now the bald eagle is no longer thought of as a 
threatened species in New York State. 

14



I was out in my yard playing. I happened to look down on the ground by the maple tree 
and noticed a nest. I am guessing that the nest was in one of the trees or bushes that line 
the edge of our yard. With all the wind that we get here in the spring, it probably has just 
blown down. The nest looks like it is woven out of thin twigs and dried grass. I can even 
see twigs coming out of the sides of the nest. These twigs were probably how the nest was 
attached to the branches of a bush or tree. I looked through a couple of bird books that I 
have. I think this is the nest of a Baltimore Oriole. I did not even realize that we had orioles 
in our yard last summer. I wish I had seen them. But looking at the nest I realize why I never 
noticed it. This nest would blend right in with the branches of the tree. When I think about 
it, most nests are made of materials that blend in with their surroundings. This way the nests 
are not noticed. The male Baltimore Oriole is a bright orange color with black wings but the 
female is more yellow in color. The yellow even has a little green to it. The babies are colored 
like the female. Like many birds, the male is brightly colored but the female and babies are 
not. The male is colorful so it attracts the female. But the female, babies and even the nest 
need to be camouflaged so predators don’t find them. The nestlings can’t fly yet so they 
could not easily escape from a predator. 

April 3

Male Oriole
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Pterodactyl

My brother and I were with my aunt. We were visiting the pond in a marshy area near 
where my aunt lives. We went there with the idea of catching some tadpoles for my brother. 
My aunt made us promise that once the tadpoles had turned into toads we would release 
them back into this pond. As we were approaching the edge of the pond, something 
suddenly flew up into the air. My brother screamed, “Watch out. It’s a pterodactyl ! There 
might be dinosaurs here!” I thought my aunt was going to fall into the pond, she was 

laughing so hard. She said. “That’s no pterodactyl, that’s a Great Blue Heron. But 
you are right. There are dinosaurs here. They are called birds.” I asked her 

what she meant. She said that many scientists think that birds developed 
from a group of dinosaurs called theropods. Theropods had many 
characteristics in common with birds. They walked on two legs and they 
had hollow bones. From fossils, scientists believe that theropods made 
nests and took care of their young much like birds do. Not everyone 
agrees with this idea. But recently scientists have found fossils of 
several types of dinosaurs that had feathers. Also fossils of the most 
ancient bird show an animal with a head and tail like a reptile but with 
feathers and wings like a bird. This ancient bird lived 140 million years 
ago when dinosaurs ruled the earth. Even though it is wrong to say 
that a heron is a pterodactyl with feathers, there sure seem to be some 
connections between birds and dinosaurs. 

April 30

Heron
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We saw a goldfinch at our feeder a 
couple of weeks ago. I keep hoping 
that it will return but so far it hasn’t. 
Last summer, Maria had hummingbirds. 
We could see them from her kitchen 
window. But Maria’s mother put out a 
special feeder with sugar water in it to 
attract the hummingbirds. Sugar water 
is supposed to be like nectar which 
hummingbirds usually get from certain 
flowers.

I like looking at the birds at my feeder. 
I hate to complain but I am getting tired of 
seeing the same birds all the time at the 
feeder. I would like to see some other types 
of birds. 

May 8

Last summer, Maria had hummingbirds. 

Goldfinch

I decided to set up an experiment. I made 4 mini tray feeders by tying string through the 
edges of 4 small aluminum pie pans. I put a cup of black oil sunflower seeds in one pan, 1 cup 
of niger seeds in another pan, 1 cup of peanuts hearts in another pan and in the last pan I 
put 1 cup of safflower seeds. I then hung each pie pan of seeds from a different branch of 
the pine trees at the back of my yard. I tried as best I could to hang all the feeders at the 
same height. I tried to select branches of the same size. I noticed that the feeder with the 
black oil sunflower seeds pulled the branch down a little farther than the feeder with the 
niger seeds. I point this out to my father. He said that a cup of sunflower seeds does not 
weigh the same as a cup of niger seeds. I had put the same volume of seed in each but not 
the same mass. 

Now I am waiting to see if any new birds show up at one of these feeders. Will the 
goldfinch come back?goldfinch come back?
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I was at my grandparents today. In the 
afternoon it poured rain for about an hour then 
stopped. We were looking out the window when we 
saw a huge bird land on the top of a fence post. It 
was a turkey vulture. We were surprised to see it. 

My grandfather, brother and I went outside 
to get a better look. We did not want to get too 
close for fear that the bird would fly away. As we 
watched the turkey vulture, it spread its huge wings 
out and held them out for a couple of minutes. We 
guessed it was trying to dry out its wings. After 
the turkey vulture had been sitting for maybe 
10 minutes, some little birds started to fly at it. 
They were joined by a few more little birds. My 
grandfather laughed. He said that the behavior of 
the little birds is called mobbing. When smaller birds 
feel threatened by a large bird like a turkey vulture 
or a great horned owl, they’ll gang up against it. 
The larger bird is rarely ever hurt but the large bird 
finds it annoying and usually leaves. This is exactly 
what our turkey vulture did. 

May 12
Turkey Vulture

finds it annoying and usually leaves. This is exactly 
what our turkey vulture did. 
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We went with my father to visit my aunt and uncle. They live in the town where my father 
grew up. My father says it always upsets him to go back. So many of the places where he 
used to play are now gone. There was an open field near his home. He and his friends would 
play there for hours. They would come upon holes in the field that were the entrances to 
burrows where groundhogs lived. The family dog was always hunting in the thick grass 
for mice. In August, they would see Monarch butterflies in the field hovering around 
the milkweed plants. These fields are now gone. They have been replaced by a housing 
development. My father says he knows that people need a place to live. But what about the 
animals that used to live in these areas? 

June 21
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animals that used to live in these areas? 
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