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Introduction

About this Activity Pack

In 2020, in collaboration with Flo’s Place in the Park, and made possible by 
the generosity of the Midcounties Co-operative and Community Action 
Groups, we planned to produce a series of workshops for kids inspired by The 
Lost Words by Robert Macfarlane and Jackie Morris. Due to the coronavirus 
outbreak in the spring, with public gatherings and events cancelled across 
the country, we have as yet been unable to bring all these workshops to life! 
However, you can’t cancel spring, and there is still much glorious nature to be 
found in the gardens and green spaces around our home. We hope this pack 
will invite you and your family to explore the wildlife around you, and create 
something wonderful in response.

About The Lost Words

Robert Macfarlane and Jackie Morris created The Lost Words after the 
2007 edition of the Oxford Junior Dictionary introduced new words such as 
“broadband” and “blog” while words about the natural world (acorn, wren, 
otter, willow, to name a few) were lost. The dictionary made this decision 
based on the idea that children are losing touch with nature, so didn’t need to 
look up these words anymore. It seemed the natural world was disappearing 
from children’s lives.

Enter The Lost Words! This is a magical collection of acrostic poems by 
Macfarlane, gorgeously illustrated by Morris, which magics these words back 
into existence, brings them back to our hearts and minds, and helps us to 
rediscover the natural world around us. Each ‘lost word’ has its own poem and 
beautiful watercolour drawing to bring it to life. To explore some of them, 
you can see pages and poems from the book (and download some other 
useful Lost Words resources!) here: https://www.johnmuirtrust.org/initiatives/
the-lost-words.
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How to use this pack

This activity pack is designed to mirror the workshops which we have run in 
the past around Oxford. The idea is to have a resource to help you recreate 
the workshops at home. We have a different pack for different areas of 
wildlife including birds, plants, and mini-beasts. Do all, or just those which 
take your fancy. Each workshop is split into three parts:

The first is the outdoors bit which will involve going outside either into your 
garden, or nearby green space. It doesn’t need to be wild or wildernessy - 
any park or square will do! 

The second part is where we think about how we used our senses and start 
putting our outside experiences into words. Finally, the third section is when 
we turn all these words into Lost Words-inspired poems!

All you will need to do these activities are:

• A pen or pencil
• Some paper
• Some art supplies to illustrate your poem (we usually like to have lots of 

crayons, coloured pencils, marker pens, collage materials and coloured 
paper)

• A computer connected to the internet 

It might be easiest to print out the pack so you can write on the worksheets 
and fill in the boxes we’ve made for activities. But if you don’t have a printer, 
just use any paper you have to take notes and do the activities and that will 
work just as well.

Finally: please do share what you’ve made! We would love to see your poems 
and illustrations. At the end of all the workshops, we are planning to collect 
all participants’ artwork and writing in a zine which will be distributed 
around the city (and of course be free to all contributors). To submit your 
work, scan or photograph your masterpieces and send them to us at 
oxfordpoetrylibrary@gmail.com or share them on social media with the 
hashtag #TheLostWordsOxford

Be safe, have fun, and most of all - enjoy the beauty and magic of the natural 
world around you!

Discovering

Birds are my favourite thing of all. I don’t really know why. 
Maybe it’s the challenge of getting to know them. They 
usually let us know they’re there easily enough, when 
they swoop past overhead, or shout loudly from a bush. 
But to get to know them better, we need to make a bit 
of an effort. It’s this challenge that makes it all the more 
rewarding when you realise you’ve learned something new. 
You can always look a little closer and find something 
more, even with a town pigeon or a sparrow. 

And another thing: have you ever stopped to think how 
ridiculous – preposterous – it is that these balls of meat, 
bones and fluff can fly!? If you hadn’t seen it happen 
almost every day of your life, you would think I was 
making it up!
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When we get to know animals, we usually think first 
about their bodies and what they look like. Let's do 
that with birds. Compared to all the different types 
of living things out there, birds aren't too different 
from us humans: they've got a bony skeleton, a heart 
and other organs quite a lot like ours - they even 
have tongues! But on the outside they look pretty 
different, don't they? 

Take a look at this simple picture of a bird...

Let's first think about what we have in common: name 
five things that this bird has that you have too:

1)

2)

3)

4)

5)

What's different? Name five things this bird has that you 
don't…

1)

2)

3)

4)

5)

LOOKING
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Talk to someone else in your house about why you think 
they might need these parts that we don’t have.

Here are some words for different bits of a bird that might 
be helpful when it comes to describing what a bird looks 
like. Don’t worry if they’re not the same as the words you 
wrote above!

When you thought of the differences between you and a 
bird, maybe feathers were on your list. Whether they were 
or not, you must have noticed that every living bird you've 
seen is nearly covered in these funny, fluffy things. In most 
types of bird only the beak, legs and eyes aren't covered 
in feathers. This means any colours or patterns you've seen 
on other bits of a bird are actually on its feathers.

When we look at all of a bird's feathers together we call it 
the bird's plumage.

Let’s look at some plumage patterns we often see...
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On the opposite page are some outlines of birds for you 
to colour in. Try drawing these different plumage patterns 
onto different bits of these birds. 

How about a streaky rump? A speckled belly? A scaly 
mantle? A black collar? A brown cap?
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Look at these pictures of birds you can see around 
Oxford. With someone who lives with you, choose one 
and describe it to them! Try to use the new words you’ve 
learned about bird body parts, plumage, and markings. Get 
them to draw as you describe, and see if they can guess 
the bird based on your description and their drawing.

Both the describer and the drawer will probably want 
to see the plumage sheet and the bird part diagram on 
pages 6-8. 

Describe and Draw!
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LISTENING

When I go for a walk in a park or some woods on a calm 
spring day, I might see five types of birds - maybe ten if 
I’m lucky. If I keep my headphones out of my ears and 
walk slowly and quietly, I might hear more than thirty. 

Knowing what I’m hearing helps me see more too. If I 
hear the feeble whistle of a treecreeper, I’ll know to look 
for a streaky mousey thing clinging to a tree’s trunk or 
larger branches. If I hear the loud racket of a wren’s song, 
I’ll know to look for a tiny brown ball low down in thick 
undergrowth, maybe on top of a messy woodpile.

The truth is there is no right or wrong way to remember 
bird sounds. The best thing is to try writing down anything 
that comes to mind when you hear something. You’ll 
probably think the same thing again the next time you 
hear that sound!

Let’s practice with an example. To listen to it, you’ll need 
to be on a computer connected to the internet. Get ready 
to listen to these two birds calling back and forth. 

While you listen, write down anything that comes to mind. 
You could try to copy the sounds they make with letters 
or invent an imaginary conversation they’re having. Think 
of a totally different sound it reminds you of or list some 
words that describe what the sound makes you feel, or 
how you think the birds feel. Here’s some space for your 
notes:

Ready? Open this link: 
https://www.xeno-canto.org/539791/download

One tricky thing about learning and remembering bird 
sounds is keeping what they sound like in our heads. If 
we see something unfamiliar we can make notes about 
its size, shape and plumage patterns, and maybe draw a 
sketch as well. But if we hear a new sound, how do we 
keep hold of that?

https://www.xeno-canto.org/539791/download
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All done? It’s a funny sound, isn’t it? Maybe you can 
recognise it? 

If you want to find out what it was, open this video: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nxtORth2BIY

Here are some descriptions of a few common bird songs 
and calls, taken from bird books. Have a look at the way 
each sound is written about. Remember, everyone hears 
things differently so you might not agree with all of the 
descriptions!

The song is clear and liquid, a trilling ‘tsi-
tsi-sirrrrrrrrr’

Usually begins with two or three loud, 
very high-pitched squeaky notes then 
drops slightly to a rapid, trembling trill on 
a flat pitch. Each phrase lasts around one 
second. Long pauses between phrases.

BLUE TIT

Song is a simple, see-sawing ditty with 
a slightly mechanical intonation, e.g. 
‘ti-ta ti-ta ti-ta…’ or ‘Teacher! Teacher! 
Teacher!’

GREAT TIT

Robins are welcomed for their high-
pitched, warbling, flute-like song that 
ripples and trembles, sometimes rising at 
the end. It is steady-paced and sounds 
relaxed.
  
Each burst of song lasts 1-4 seconds, with 
pauses in between. It does not repeat 
phrases.

ROBIN

A remarkable song, long and complex, 
a fast series of tinkling warbles and trills 
one after the other for seconds on end.

Usually has at least one harsh trill 
between the sweeter whistled notes.

WREN

Can you match the bird to the sound? Click on each of 
the links to hear them... 

1) https://www.xeno-canto.org/521621/download

2) https://www.xeno-canto.org/423109/download

3) https://www.xeno-canto.org/218749/download

4) https://www.xeno-canto.org/387258/download

Common birdcalls and songs

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nxtORth2BIY
https://www.xeno-canto.org/521621/download
https://www.xeno-canto.org/423109/download
https://www.xeno-canto.org/218749/download
https://www.xeno-canto.org/387258/download
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The answers can be found in these video links:

1) https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4n9YCkE8Q6w

2) https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ouPPVBBOODI 

3) https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=seXURXJr0CY

4) https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CdamJB0mYEQ

Let’s get listening to some real-life birds. Time to step 
outside.

Go outside!

To get the best experience of wild birds during your time 
outside, it's better to pick a moment with little or no wind. 
Nearer sunrise or sunset is better as well, especially to 
hear the most birdsong.

I recommend you dress a bit warmer than you would 
if you were going out for a normal walk. Finding birds 
means moving very slowly so you can get pretty chilly. It’s 
best to wear less brightly-coloured clothing as it’s easier 
to approach wildlife if you’re wearing “neutral” colouring.

Go out into a green space near you (with an adult!). This 
can be your garden, or your local park or square. You will 
need these pages or some blank paper, and something to 
write with.

Let's just use our ears first. Without talking or taking a 
step, listen to your surroundings for five minutes. You can 
probably hear birds. While you're listening, see if you hear 
the differences between different types. You don't need 
to know what they are, just notice that they're different. 

During your five minutes without talking, take some 
notes about what each one sounds like to you. You can 
even write down words that you’ve made up, or which 
make the sound of what you’re hearing, like, "it goes 
tweeeeedle-schmeeehr” or "it sounds scrinchy and 
spletchy!"

Here is some space for you to write down some of the 
sounds you’re hearing:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4n9YCkE8Q6w
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ouPPVBBOODI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=seXURXJr0CY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CdamJB0mYEQ
http://Let’s get listening to some real-life birds. Time to step outside.
http://Let’s get listening to some real-life birds. Time to step outside.


Now your ears are nicely tuned in, it's time to use the 
other sense we use for birdwatching: sight. Look around. 

Maybe you can see some of the things you were hearing 
(if you're lucky!). With an adult, if it's safe to do so, walk 
around for 20-30 minutes. It’s important to walk slowly 
and quietly while looking for birds. It’s better to whisper 
than talk, and to creep gradually closer to something than 
to march straight towards it. If you want to point a bird 
out to someone else, keep your hand close to your body 
rather than sticking your arm out.

Can you find three different kinds of birds? Think about 
what they look like.

Maybe you can make out some colours or patterns on 
their plumage that stand out? What are they doing? 
Eating, preening their feathers, flying, moving around? 

I wonder what they’re thinking and feeling. 

Here are some pages for you to take notes on each bird 
that you see.

If you’re able to take notes about what you see, all the 
better for remembering details when you get back home, 
but don’t let fiddling with a pen and notepad get in the 
way of enjoying what you’re looking at... maybe the 
grown-up you’re with won’t mind being scribe for a short 
while and you can whisper what to write. 

The first bird I saw was…
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The second bird I saw was... The third bird I saw was...
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Maybe you're lucky enough to have binoculars; if you do 
but you're not used to using them yet have a look at these 
binocular tips:

Never touch any of the glass bits with your fingers! 
If they’ve got dirty, use a lens cloth instead (or some 
clean soft fabric), or blow off dust with a dust-blower 
first.

Get the right distance between the two eye-pieces. 
You should be able to move the main left and right 
parts of the binoculars closer together and further 
apart using both hands. If you see big black blotches 
(instead of a single clear circle) when you look with 
both eyes you might need to adjust the distance to 
match your eyes.

Most binoculars have eyecups around the eye-pieces 
which can be flattened or raised to control how far 
away your eyes are from the glass. If you wear glasses 
you shouldn’t need to take them off to use binoculars! 
Instead, flatten the eyecups by folding them out (if 
they’re made of rubber) or twisting them in (if they’re 
made of plastic). People who don’t wear glasses 
usually prefer the eyecups to be raised, but see what 
suits you.

If you have a clear single image using both eyes, 
practise focusing on a still object at a distance like a 
chimney or a treetop. Turn the central focus wheel 
until the object is sharply in focus.

It’s easiest to keep binoculars steady with your elbows 
close together in front of your chest. If your elbows 
stick out sideways they tend to wobble more.

Search for things without binoculars first! Find a new 
object without the binoculars at first and then try 
to raise the binoculars to your eyes and focus on it 
as quickly as you can. Try a few times with a few 
different objects to practice. 

BINOCULAR TIPS
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Now that you’ve spent some time looking at your birds, 
perhaps you’d like to have a go at identifying them? 

This is a really handy tool from the RSPB which lets you 
put in information about your bird-spot, and tells you 
what species of bird you might have seen:
https://www.rspb.org.uk/birds-and-wildlife/wildlife-
guides/identify-a-bird/ 

Don’t worry if you can’t figure out what exactly you have 
seen, though! The important thing is that you looked at 
the bird, listened to it, and really paid attention to what 
was in front of you. 

Ask the Expert
 
While you were out and about, did you find something 
you had a question about? Maybe a bird that you wanted 
to know the name of? Or maybe you want to know 
why a bird was doing a particular thing? Or you wanted 
to know more about the life of a bird you spotted? If 
you have questions, we have experts on hand to answer 
them! Send us your questions with any descriptions, 
photos, video clips, or sound recordings via email to 
oxfordpoetrylibrary@gmail.com and we will pass your 
questions on to one of Oxford’s local bird experts and 
send you back their personalised reply.
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Come back indoors, bringing in the notes, drawings, and 
any bits of the natural world that you’ve collected while 
being outside.

Did you use all five senses when you were exploring? 
Hearing and seeing and touching, but also maybe smelling 
and tasting? 

Print out the following 4 sheets or write the 4 headings 
in the middle of separate pieces of paper. Write as many 
things as you can think of around each heading.  

Try to give yourself 5 minutes on each piece of paper to 
write down all your ideas!

26
Hint: think about things you saw but also colours, 
textures, patterns. 

THINGS I SAW



THINGS I Heard

Hint: Try to write a few onomatopoeia (a word which 
makes the sound it describes, like ‘bang,’ ‘whoosh,’ ‘hiss’). 

THINGS I 
Smelled/Tasted

Hint: You can write about things you might have smelled/
tasted, but also try to imagine yourself as one of the birds. 
What might they have smelled or tasted while you were 
watching them? 



Hint: This can be textures or feelings: the breeze on your 
face, sunshine or rain on your skin, prickly grass. But there 
are also emotions you might have felt: happy, thoughtful, 
calm, worried, tired, bored? 

THINGS I fELT
In writing the poems for The Lost Words, Robert 
Macfarlane often uses all five of his senses. Take a look at 
some of the poems from The Lost Words here: 
https://www.johnmuirtrust.org/initiatives/the-lost-words

Choose one or two and read them aloud to a family 
member, pet, or stuffed animal. What do you notice 
about the poems? Have a conversation with someone in 
your house about them. Think about how the poems use 
sound, repetition, and images. Do you notice how they 
use the five senses to bring the natural object to life?

You might also notice that each of the poems is 
structured with the title-word written down the side. 
Each letter of the word is the first letter of each line. This 
style of poem is called an acrostic.
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Have a go at writing your own acrostic! It’s easy - just 
follow these steps:

1) Choose a bird which you’ve seen today… something 
which you really enjoyed seeing, or found inspiring! Or 
choose a word from your sheets where you noted things 
you saw, heard, smelled, tasted, or felt. 

My word is:

2) Write that word down the side of a piece of paper. For 
example, if you chose a robin, your paper would look like 
this:

3) Write a poem with each new line starting with the next 
letter of the word:

If you get stuck, use images and ideas from your sense 
mind-maps which you just made. Try to use all five 
senses in your poem to make it as descriptive as possible! 
Remember, a poem doesn’t have to rhyme, but it can be 
fun to play with the sounds of words in your poem.
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4) Decorate your poem however you like! You can use 
crayons, coloured pencils or pens, but you can also 
get even more creative and do some collage with old 
wrapping paper, coloured paper, even newspapers, 
magazines or old books (make sure to ask your grown-
ups’ permission first!). You can even use found objects 
(including things you found outside: leaves, feathers, 
flowers...) 

For some inspiration, see some of the artwork from 
previous sessions: https://oxfordpoetrylibrary.wordpress.
com/the-lost-words

Share your work with us! 
Take photos or scans of your masterpieces and email 
them to us at oxfordpoetrylibrary@gmail.com or, if you like, 
email us for an address and you can post us your work. 
We’re hoping to make a zine full of all the creations from 
our participants so send us your work to be a part of that!
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Further reading 
and resources

We hope you enjoyed the activities in this pack! If you did, and you want 
more wildlife and poetry resources, we list a few below (some for kids and 
some for grown-ups).

For Kids:

Lots of The Lost Words free resources, materials, school projects and 
information: https://www.johnmuirtrust.org/initiatives/the-lost-words

The Lost Words activities and workshops in Oxfordshire: 
https://oxfordpoetrylibrary.files.wordpress.com/2020/04/lost-words-school-
guide-a4.pdf

Lots of ideas for nature-based activities to do indoors and outdoors from the 
Woodland Trust
https://www.woodlandtrust.org.uk/blog/categories/children-and-families

Free live lessons from fieldwork experts at the Field Studies Council (for a 
variety of ages)
https://encounteredu.com/live-lessons/fsc-fieldworklive-2020 

Nature activities and outdoor challenges for all kinds of wildlife:
https://handbookofnaturestudy.com/ 

For Adults:

Being a Beast by Charles Foster, (Profile Books, 2016) [local Oxford academic 
lives as a badger, otter, deer, and other creatures to get inside the head of 
those animals]
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A Prickly Affair by Hugh Warwick, (Penguin Books, 2010) [local Oxford expert 
tells you everything you ever wanted to know about hedgehogs in an 
informative, entertaining, and charming way]

The Beauty in the Beast by Hugh Warwick (Simon & Schuster, 2013) [local 
Oxford hedgehog expert explores Britain’s wildlife and the people who love 
them]

More information about Sarah Watkinson, emeritus research fellow in Plant 
Sciences at Oxford University, and poet in residence at Wytham Woods
https://sarahcwatkinson.wordpress.com/ 

Oxford Plan Bee, research initiative in Oxford about bees and pollinators, 
running events and encouraging bee habitats in the city
https://oxfordplanbee.web.ox.ac.uk/

For Adults and Kids:
 
Become a citizen scientist! There are many wildlife and nature surveys you can 
take part in from your garden or as part of your daily exercise, all of which 
contribute to vital information on the health of our wildlife populations. Here 
are a selection (all dates are for 2020):

Plantlife: The Great British Wildflower hunt (any date) and Every Flower Counts 
(23rd - 31st May) https://www.plantlife.org.uk/uk

RSPB: Swift Survey (Late May - Late July) https://www.rspb.org.uk/our-
work/conservation/conservation-and-sustainability/safeguarding-species/
help-us-help-swifts/

Butterfly Conservation: The Big Butterfly Count (17th July - 9th August) 
https://www.bigbutterflycount.org/

Blooms for Bees: any time http://www.bloomsforbees.co.uk/
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