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UPPER GRADES CHALLENGE:  Chickadee Charades

Background: Chickadees communicate with each other through the sounds that they produce. Most people are familiar with the “chickadee-dee-dee” call and the “hey sweetie” song that is used in courtship and territorial defense. Chickadees use other volcalizations as well, with different meanings. Here students will learn to recognize five different chickadee calls and will act out in skits the messages that they convey. 

Objective: To learn to recognize some chickadee vocalizations and understand their meanings in chickadee communication.

Play recordings of the following five different calls of the Black-capped Chickadee. 

Chickadeedee call  “Chickadee-dee-dee” 


Gargle Call = “Tsi-di-lee-deet”


Tseet Call  = “Tseet ”


High Zee Call  = “Zee-zee-zee”


Chatter Call  = “Chi-chi-chi-chi ”

As you play the calls, point out differences among the calls without telling students their meanings.

Note: a great resource for this is the Journey North website: http://www.learner.org/jnorth/tm/spring/ChickadeeDictionary.html.

Now, divide the students into small groups and give each group a card describing one of the calls and giving a scenario for a skit that demonstrates its meaning. Have each group perform a skit to demonstrate the meaning of their assigned Chickadee call, and then have their classmates guess at the meaning.

What are some reasons why many birds use sounds to communicate with each other?

For the leader:  These calls seem to communicate the following messages:

Chickadeedee call = “Look here, there’s food!” 

Gargle Call = “Back off, I’m eating now and I’m the boss!”

Tseet Call = “Hello, I’m here”

High Zee Call  = “Look out! Danger!” 

Chatter Call = “This is my territory, stay away!”

Materials: Recordings of common chickadee calls, Chickadee Charades Cards, bird feeder, bag of bird seed, several evergreen boughs.
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