BIRD DISSECTION
EXTERNAL FEATURES

The one characteristic that separates birds from other vertebrates is their feathers.

EXTERNAL FEATURES - continued
1. The Beak (bill) consists of an upper maxilla and a lower mandible. The beak has a
framework of bone which is covered by a layer of keratin. Unlike mammals, the maxilla
(upper beak) is highly movable. The beak is used for eating, preening, courtship, and
defense.
2. The Cere is a soft, swollen mass of tissue at the base of the upper maxilla through
which the nostrils (external nares) exit in certain birds.
3. Each eye has three membranes, including the upper and lower eyelid and a nictitating
membrane. Diving birds use the nictitating membrane as a sort of contact lens to allow
the animal to focus clearly under water.
4. The ear has an external opening posterior to the eye. Move the feathers to one side to
find this opening.
5. The Uropygial gland is an oil gland found at the upper base of the tail. While
preening the bird well use the oil from this gland to waterproof its feathers. Find this
gland by looking under the feathers of the rump.
6. The Cloaca is the space inside the vent into which the urinary system, digestive
system, and reproductive system empty. Find the vent and probe the cloaca.
7. The lower limbs has most of its muscle mass in the upper two segments, favoring
aerodynamic contouring. The part of the leg that doesn't have feathers is an elongated
and fused anklebone (tarsometatarsus).
Skinning the bird
Place the bird on its back. Part the feathers of the thorax (chest) and located the bony
ridge of the keel (the bone that anchors the large flight muscles). Turn to the page of this
handout that illustrates the skeletal system. Make a shallow incision along the keel being
careful to only cut through the skin (and not the muscle). Use the blunt end of a probe to
free the skin from the underlying muscle. Follow the diagram below to skin the ventral
surface of the birds. Continue the transverse cuts to the dorsal surface and skin it as
well.

THE BIRD SKELETON - Identify the bones shown below

