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The Secret of the Sunbittern: Nature’s
Greatest lllusionist

Lesson Overview

In this multi-disciplinary lesson, students will explore the fascinating world of the Sunbittern (Eurypyga
helias). By blending natural science, mathematical measurement, descriptive writing, and symmetrical
art, students will understand how this unique bird uses "startle displays" to survive in the rainforests of
Central and South America.

Learning Objectives

¢ Science: Explain the concepts of camouflage and "startle displays" (aposematism).

¢ English: Use vivid adjectives and metaphors to describe a biological transformation.

¢ Math: Calculate ratios and proportions using wingspan and body length measurements.
¢ Art: Create a symmetrical masterpiece using the patterns found in nature.

Materials Needed

Access to a video or images of a Sunbittern opening its wings.

Metric ruler and measuring tape.

Large sheet of drawing paper (A3 or 11x17 preferred).

Watercolors, markers, or colored pencils.

A writing journal or notebook.

Printable "Sunbittern Fact Sheet" (or access to an online encyclopedia).

1. Introduction: The Forest Ghost (The Hook)

The Scenario: Imagine you are walking through a muddy riverbank in the Amazon. You see a thin,
greyish bird that looks like a pile of dead leaves. It's quiet and nearly invisible. Suddenly, a predator
approaches. In a split second, the bird transforms! It spreads its wings to reveal two massive "glowing
eyes" that look like a jaguar or a sunset. This is the Sunbittern.

Discussion: Why would a bird want to look like a pair of giant eyes? Does it want to fight, or is it
playing a trick?

2. Natural Science: The Art of Deception (I Do)
Concept: The Sunbittern uses two types of survival strategies.
¢ Cryptic Coloration (Camouflage): When its wings are closed, the mottled brown and grey

feathers help it blend into the forest floor.
o Startle Display: When threatened, it opens its wings to reveal "eyespots." This tricks predators
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into thinking they are looking at a much larger animal.

Activity: Research the Sunbittern's habitat. List three things it eats (diet) and describe its "vibration"
dance used during hunting.

3. English: The Poetry of Transformation (We Do)

The Task: We are going to write a "Before and After" descriptive paragraph. Focus on sensory details.

Modeling:
Before: "The bird stood as still as a stone, its feathers the color of rain and old bark."
After: "Like a sudden sunrise, the wings burst open, flashing circles of burnt orange and midnight black."

Practice: Write five "power adjectives" for the Sunbittern's camouflage and five for its wing display.
Then, combine them into a short poem or paragraph titled "The Transformation."

4. Math: The Wingspan Challenge (You Do)

The Data: An average Sunbittern is about 48 cm long (from beak to tail) and has a wingspan of
approximately 80 cm.

Calculations:

1. Ratio: What is the ratio of body length to wingspan? (Simplify 48:80).

2. Proportion: If you were to draw a giant Sunbittern with a body length of 120 cm, how wide would
the wingspan need to be to keep the proportions the same?

3. Measurement: Use a measuring tape to mark 80 cm on the floor. Lie down next to it. How does
the Sunbittern’s "reach" compare to your own arm span?

5. Art: Creating the Sun Display (Hands-On)

Objective: Recreate the Sunbittern’s wings using bilateral symmetry (the same on both sides).
Instructions:

Fold your large paper in half vertically.

On one half, draw the outline of a large wing.

Inside the wing, draw a large "eyespot." Use circles within circles.

Use warm colors (red, orange, yellow) for the eyespots and cool/neutral colors (grey, brown) for
the "camouflage" edges.

5. The Reveal: If using paint, fold the paper while wet to "stamp" the pattern onto the other side. If
using markers, carefully measure and mirror your design to the other wing.

il N

Conclusion: Recap and Reflect

e Summary: The Sunbittern isn't just a bird; it's a master of physics (flight), math (symmetry), and
theater (the startle display).
e Recap: Ask the student: "If you were a predator, would you attack the Sunbittern once it opened
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its wings? Why or why not?"
¢ Final Takeaway: Nature uses patterns and colors not just for beauty, but for survival.

Assessment

* Formative: Check the "Wingspan Challenge" math calculations for accuracy.

¢ Summative: Evaluate the final Art project based on the use of symmetry and the inclusion of the
"eyespots."

¢ Writing Check: Ensure the descriptive paragraph uses at least three of the "power adjectives"
identified earlier.

Differentiation & Adaptability

¢ For Advanced Learners: Research the Eurypygiformes order. Why is the Sunbittern considered
a "living fossil"? How is it related to the Kagu bird of New Caledonia?

¢ For Struggling Learners: Provide a pre-drawn wing outline for the art project. Focus on 1:2
ratios for the math (e.g., "If the wing is 10cm, the total span is 20cm").

¢ Digital Option: Create a digital slideshow or a "mock-Instagram" post for the Sunbittern, using
hashtags like #Naturelllusion and #RainforestSecrets.
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