
OWL PELLETS  
 

Would you like to spot a mouse over 50m away in utter darkness?  Or how about 

pinpointing the quiet steps of a mole within millimeters?  If your answer is yes, you 

would have to resemble an owl.  

 

The cup-shaped depressions giving the owl its heart-

shaped face direct light into its eyes.  Football players 

smudge black under their eyes reducing glare, but the 

owl’s framing white feathers do just the opposite.  These 

feathers concentrate and reflect light back to the eye for 

night vision.  And because their ears are tucked beneath 

feathers behind each eye, the facial disc also directs 

sound into their ears.  These are just some of the 

characteristics that make owls so fascinating. 

 

Barn owls hunt in the vicinity of crops or any ecosystem supporting a rodent population.  

Owls are predators and one of the most efficient as they swallow food whole; no energy 

is spent on chewing exceptions being rabbits or skunks which are torn to pieces before 

eating.  When the nocturnal owl swallows a rat, it is the equivalent of a one hundred-

pound person swallowing a fifteen-pound steak in one gulp!  And these meals may be 

repeated several times a night.  Sharp claws seize the prey and positioning it with their 

talons, place it in their beaks head first.  Using quick, upward thrusts of their head and 

neck, the meal is pulled through the beak and into the smooth, flexible esophagus.  The 

animal’s carcass protects the owl’s throat from sharp bones on the trip down to the 

glandular stomach where the prey comes to rest.  The glandular stomach is a digester 

separating and dissolving the fleshy portion of the meal; but not the bones.   

 

Eventually, bones must emerge because owls 

have no teeth to grind them like other carnivores 

such as the lion or bobcat.  But owls do have two 

stomachs.  The indigestible bones and fur are 

passed to the muscular stomach which 

compresses the wastes into a pellet.  The pellets 

are expelled through the esophagus and out the 

mouth.   

 

Owls are also prolific nesters although their nests are not made with sticks and leaves.  

In warm climates, they may nest year around searching for cavities in barns or trees.  

When ready, the female spits out her pellets, trampling them into a pile of loose hair and 

bone where she will lay her eggs.  



Owl pellets are perfect for the study of food chains.  Because owls swallow food whole, 

usually complete skeletons can be found; jaw bones, skulls, hip and leg bones, 

backbones, and even tiny claws, without flesh covering up the good stuff!  When 

dissecting an owl pellet, a good collection of rats, mice, birds, or even a mole skeleton 

may be found.  How many will your pellet include?  Investigate! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Be careful using sharp instruments! 
OWL PELLET ACTIVITY 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Student Instructions: 

1. Place pellet on a paper towel. 
2. Measure the length and width of your owl pellet with a ruler and the mass with a 

scale.  

a. Length:          

b. Width:           

c. Mass:          

3. Carefully examine the exterior of the pellet.  Are there any signs of fur?  

              

Are there feathers?            

STUDENT MATERIALS: 

 MAGNIFYING LOUPE 

 DISSECTING SET 

 OWL PELLET 

 RULER 

 PAN 

 RUBBER GLOVES 



4. Carefully use a probe to open the pellet revealing the interior.  Use the probe to 
expose all bones for identification.  NOTE: Black spheres about the size of periods (.) 
that are found in pellets are caterpillar droppings.  The larvae metamorphose near the 
furred surface into a cocoon. 

5. After separating the bones, make sure the fur is examined for small teeth or claws. 
6. Choose two different bones and construct a dichotomous key asking yes and no 

questions until both are identified.  EXAMPLE: If a skull is found, does it have teeth?  
Does it have a beak? 

7. BONE ONE: 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

8. BONE TWO: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



OWL PELLET ACTIVITY 2 

 

Use the bone chart on next page to identify bones and complete the chart.  

 

Bones Found 

 

 

Did you know? 

There are 206 bones in the adult human body and there are 300 in children.  This 

is because some children’s bones fuse together as they grow! 

Some frogs can pull their eyes into their throats to help push food down! 

And those are science facts! 

  

Bone Type Number 

Skull   

Jaw   

Scapula   

Forelimb   

Hind Limb   

Pelvic Bone   

Rib   

Vertebrae   



 
Did you know? 

 

An adult African elephant eats about six hundred pounds of food a day! 

 

Electricity can be made from wind, water, the sun, and even animal poop! 

 

And those are science facts! 



OWL PELLET QUESTIONS: 

 

1. How many animals were in the pellet?         

2. Where do you think this owl hunted and why?      

               

3. What would happen to the owl if small animals became scarce?    

              

4. Try to reconstruct a skeleton from the identified bones.  Construction paper will serve 

as a mounting surface.  When the bones are laid out in proper formation, glue them 

to the paper and identify the animal.  Grade will be based on neatness, labeling and 

organization. 

5. Draw a diagram of a food web of at least five animals with the owl at the uppermost 

level.   

 Use arrows to show the flow of energy. 

 Label whether the animals are consumers or predators 

FOOD WEB DIAGRAM 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 



TEACHER TEXTBOOK 

OWL PELLETS  
 
Would you like to spot a mouse over 50m away in utter darkness?  Or how about pinpointing the 

quiet steps of a mole within millimeters?  If your answer is yes, you would have to resemble an 

owl.   

 

The cup-shaped depressions giving the owl its heart-shaped face direct 

light into its eyes.  Football players smudge black under their eyes reducing 

glare, but the owl’s framing white feathers do just the opposite.  These 

feathers concentrate and reflect light back to the eye for night vision.  And 

because their ears are tucked beneath feathers behind each eye, the facial 

disc also directs sound into their ears.  These are just some of the 

characteristics that make owls so fascinating. 

 

Barn owls hunt in the vicinity of crops or any ecosystem supporting a rodent population.  Owls 

are predators and one of the most efficient as they swallow food whole; no energy is spent on 

chewing exceptions being rabbits or skunks which are torn to pieces before eating.  When the 

nocturnal owl swallows a rat, it is the equivalent of a one hundred-pound person swallowing a 

fifteen-pound steak in one gulp!  And these meals may be repeated several times a night.  

Sharp claws seize the prey and positioning it with their talons, place it in their beaks head first. 

Using quick, upward thrusts of their head and neck, the meal is pulled through the beak and into 

the smooth, flexible esophagus.  The animal’s carcass protects the owl’s throat from sharp 

bones on the trip down to the glandular stomach, where the prey comes to rest.  The glandular 

stomach is a digester separating and dissolving the fleshy portion of the meal; but not the 

bones.   

 

Eventually, bones must emerge because owls have no teeth to grind 

them like other carnivores such as the lion or bobcat.  But owls do have 

two stomachs.  The indigestible bones and fur are passed to the 

muscular stomach which compresses the wastes into a pellet.  The pellets 

are expelled through the esophagus and out the mouth.   

 

Owls are also prolific nesters although their nests are not made with sticks and leaves.  In warm 

climates, they may nest year around searching for cavities in barns or trees.  When ready, the 

female spits out her pellets, trampling them into a pile of loose hair and bone where she will lay 

her eggs. 

 

Owl pellets are perfect for the study of food chains.  Because owls swallow food whole, usually 

complete skeletons can be found; jaw bones, skulls, hip and leg bones, backbones, and even 

tiny claws, without flesh covering up the good stuff!  When dissecting an owl pellet, a good 

collection of rats, mice, birds, or even a mole skeleton may be found.  How many will your pellet 

include?  Investigate!  



 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Be careful using sharp instruments! 
 
 
OWL PELLET ACTIVITY 1 
STUDENT WORKBOOK PAGE 156 

TEACHER NOTE: Each student has 1 owl pellet.  Numbers 7 & 8 chart are not included in Teacher 

Book. 

 
Student Instructions: 

1. Place pellet on a paper towel. 
2. Measure the length and width of your owl pellet with a ruler and the mass with a scale.  

a. Length:                                                     
b. Width:                                                      
c. Mass:                                                       
3. Carefully examine the exterior of the pellet.  Are there any signs of fur? ANSWERS WILL 

VARY.  
Are there feathers? ANSWERS WILL VARY.  

4. Carefully use a probe to open the pellet revealing the interior.  Use probe to expose all 
bones for identification.  NOTE: Black spheres about the size of periods (.) that are found in 
pellets are caterpillar droppings.  The larvae metamorphose near the furred surface into a 
cocoon. 

5. After separating the bones, make sure the fur is examined for small teeth or claws. 
6. Choose two different bones and construct a dichotomous key asking yes and no questions 

until both are identified.  EXAMPLE: If skull, does it have teeth?  Does it have a beak? 
 
 
 
 

Teacher Materials: 

 DIGITAL SCALE 

 WEIGH DISH 

 PAPER TOWELS 
 

Student Materials: 

 MAGNIFYING LOUPE 

 DISSECTING SET 

 OWL PELLET 

 RULER  

 PAN 

 RUBBER GLOVES 



OWL PELLET ACTIVITY 2  
STUDENT WORKBOOK PAGE 158 
 

Use the bone chart on next page to identify bones and complete the chart.  
Bones Found 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Bone Type Number 

Skull   

Jaw   

Scapula   

Fore Limb   
Hind Limb   

Pelvic Bone   

Rib   

Vertebrae   



OWL PELLET QUESTIONS,  
STUDENT WORKBOOK PAGE 160 
 

1. How many animals were in the pellet? ANSWERS WILL VARY.  
2. Where do you think this owl hunted and why? ANSWERS WILL VARY.  
3. What would happen to the owl if small animals became scarce? THERE WOULD NOT BE 

AS MUCH FOOD AND THE OWL WOULD HAVE TO INCREASE ITS HUNTING RANGE. 
BABIES MAY NOT GET THE NOURISHMENT NEEDED TO GROW AND MAY DIE IN THE 
NEST.  THE POPULATION OF OWLS WOULD DIMINISH ALSO. 

4. Try to reconstruct a skeleton from the identified bones.  Construction paper will serve as a 
mounting surface.  When the bones are laid out in proper formation, glue them to the paper 
and identify the animal.  Grade will be based on neatness, labeling and organization. 

5. Draw a diagram of a food web of at least five animals with the owl at the uppermost level.   

 Use arrows to show the flow of energy. 

 Label whether the animals are consumers or predators. 
FOOD WEB DIAGRAMS WILL VARY DEPENDING ON STUDENT 

 


