
Migration

Getting into activities

Activity A

Share learners’ ideas and understanding of the word ‘migration’, until you have come up with a 
class definition. (The seasonal movement of animals from one region to another and back again 
or long-distance movement of individual animals, usually on a seasonal basis). All the major animal 
groups i.e. birds, mammals, fish, reptiles, invertebrates and amphibians, have some species that 
migrate. Discuss why animals migrate. (warmer climate, more food/more easily accessible food, less 
competition for nesting sites, to find a mate, to raise their young in a safer environment).

Every year in September, swallows, birds that we often see in the UK, fly from Europe to Africa. It takes 
them about one and a half months and they travel over 9000 km. The UK swallows over-winter in 
South Africa and then fly back to the UK again in the Spring to breed, often returning to the same 
nest sites year after year. Bewick’s swans migrate from their summer breeding grounds in northern 
Russian and fly around 7000km to over-winter in the UK to escape the icy arctic winter. WWT have 
tracked pairs of Bewick’s swans that over-winter at their wetland in Slimbridge and have seen birds 
that have returned every winter for 28 years! That’s almost 400,000km flying distance in total.

With atlases available for support, give learners a world map each – see final page of this document 
– and ask them to label the five oceans and create a key identifying the seven continents. They 
should then label the UK, South Africa, Russia and the regions Siberia, Senegal and Myanmar. Display 
the following migration routes and ask learners to add them to their map, using a ruler to draw a 
straight dotted line between the countries with each bird’s route in a different colour and labelling 
the route with the bird’s name or adding a key. 

   Swallows (Summer breeding grounds in UK, over-winter in South Africa)

   Bewick’s swans (Summer breeding grounds in Siberia, arctic Russia, over-winter in the UK)

   Ospreys (Summer breeding grounds in UK, over-winter in Senegal)

   Spoon-billed sandpiper (live in northern artic Russia during the summer, over-winter in Myanmar)

Curriculum Links
England

     Geography: Extend locational knowledge and deepen their spatial awareness of the world’s 
countries using maps of the world to focus on Africa, Russia, Asia (including China and India),  
and the Middle East, focusing on their environmental regions, including polar and hot deserts,  
key physical and human characteristics, countries and major cities

N. Ireland

      Science and Technology: Science

Wales

     Geography: How and why is this place/environment/ feature connected to and interdependent with 
other places/environments/features?

AGES

11-14



Activity B

Point out that for the purpose of this activity, they have drawn straight lines from one location to 
the other but birds’ migratory journeys are not straight-line routes. Why not? (they fly according 
to feeding areas, safe places to rest, the temperature, air currents/thermals, physical features e.g. 
mountains, oceans and deserts, and also stop off along the way in various locations for feeding  
or resting.)

Looking at the straight lines routes they have drawn and using atlases and/or online maps learners 
should find, plot and label any physical geographical features on the swallow and Bewick’s 
swan migration routes that might present a challenge to the migrating birds and cause them 
to divert (e.g. oceans, seas, vast lakes, mountain ranges, deserts). They can add descriptions of 
the challenges to the labels as well e.g. the Sahara desert is on the swallow’s migration route, it 
presents the challenge of being very hot in the day, very cold at night, not much food, not much 
water, it’s a huge area to fly over. (they may need to write labels off to one side and use a line to 
point to the location).

Less time? 

Just do Activity A

Have a whole afternoon?

Extend Activity A using the scale on their atlas to work out the approximate distance travelled by 
each bird on its migratory journey.

Go outside

Take learners to an area outside e.g. a playing field, a tennis court or yard. Label one end the 
Wintering Grounds (south), and the other end the Summer Breeding Grounds (north). Place around 
5 hula hoops, bean bags or markers along a scattered path between these two points. Call 
the name of a bird and it’s starting and end location during migration. In pairs or small groups, 
learners must travel from one end to the other via the markers. As they reach each one, they must 
confer and then call out the name of a country or ocean they would pass on their route. Waiting 
learners can check these by looking at their map.
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