
As I approached the nest box that evening, once more 
under the cover of darkness, I felt the anxieties of the 
afternoon’s altercation weighing heavily upon me. What 
would I find? Apprehensively, I set up the infra-red scope 
and checked the shelf area. There, on the shelf I could 
clearly see all three juvenile Barn Owls, very much alive 
and doing well. It is now mid-November. Two of the juve-
nile Barn Owls appear to have moved out of the barn owl 
box but are frequently returning during the evening to 
take whatever food the adult Barn Owls bring in. 

They are now making more and more flights into the trees 
and across North Loop. I sense that my time of watching 
them here at the barn owl box is coming to an end. 

By the end of November, all three juveniles appear to 
have left the box. I knew that this day would come. Fledg-
ing and the journey towards independence was some-
thing they would be encouraged towards by their parents. 

Three juvenile Barn Owls, coming from a clutch of five 
eggs at this time of the year was a great success. They 
had not only hatched but had gone on to fledge. Now 
those three juveniles were out there and would be learn-
ing and honing their predator skills. Learning to hunt 
for themselves would now be a life or death struggle. If 
mastered, it would enable them to survive and hopefully 
become breeding adults themselves. Though I was to see 
them periodically, this became less and less. 

It is now mid-November. Two 
of the juvenile Barn Owls 
appear to have moved out 
of the barn owl box but are 
frequently returning during 
the evening to take whatever 
food the adult Barn Owls 
bring in. 
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It is now mid-January 2020

This was and is our Barn Owl success 
story!

In preparation for the new breeding season I clear out 
the Barn Owl box. As I climb the ladder deep memories 
come flooding back. I think of the life that was created and 
sustained here. Opening the door to the nest chamber I am 
astounded by how little room there seems to be and even 
more so by the conditions that greet me. Inside there is a 
thick layer of matted grass and owl pellets. Most, by the 
state and smell, have been there for months. As I scape 
away the thick maggoty and matted layers that have been 
left behind and empty them into a bag, my mind turns to 
the hope that this treasured space may soon be occupied 
again. 

A week later, I took some hay and wood shavings to cover 
the floor of the owl box. As I open the door there is a 
surprise waiting. On its own, in the middle of the empty and 
bare floor there is a solitary Barn Owl pellet. This was not 
there, the week before. 

Had one of the adult Barn Owls been checking out their 
home in anticipation of breeding again?  Was this solitary 
Barn Owl, one of last year’s juveniles sheltering from cold 
weather? I had no answers to these questions, neither 
does it matter, at least at this point. What matters was that 
an opportunity had been created for Barn Owls to live and 
breed on North Loop.

With others we had worked towards the common goal of 
attracting breeding Barn Owls. A habitat had been created 
and a nest box had been provided. When you set up and 
create what nature needs to thrive, it will move in to make 
the most of the opportunities that have been given it.

PART FOUR

Iimage Allan Wolfenden
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Close up of juvenile Barn Owl image Simon Day
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education links with local primary 
school

Simon Day, Education Lead 

Barn owl success story 
enriches pupils’ science 
lessons ... The successful breeding of the pair of Barn Owls was used 

as a basis for Science lessons at a Calderdale Primary 
School.Children in Class 4 at Midgley School learned about 
the Life Cycle of the Barn Owl as part of their science 
curriculum and used photographs taken by members of 
Cromwell Bottom Wildlife Group to follow the development 
of the baby owls. 

They researched the barn owl life cycle using the ‘Barn Owl 
Trust’ website and presented their learning in a series of 
power points. Photographs of the adult owls in flight, the 
barn owl box and in particular, a video of one of the owlets 
being ringed, captured their interest and inspired them 
to learn more. Owl pellets collected from the box were 
dissected in the classroom as the children then learnt about 
the owl’s diet by identifying and recording the bones they 
had discovered. This success story was recorded by means 
of a classroom display and work in the children’s books. 

As part of the science national curriculum for years 5 and 
6, Primary Schools have to study the life cycles of various 
creatures including birds. Most studies would cover and 
compare these different cycles at a fairly basic level, but 
it was for my class, too good an opportunity to miss to not 
cover the Barn Owl life cycle in greater depth.  We had so 
much ‘real life’ evidence at our disposal, given the close 
up photo (opposite) and film footage and an opportunity 
to dissect the actual Barn Owl pellets. The children 
enthusiastically and with genuine interest, produced some 
informative powerpoint presentations about Barn Owl life 
cycles including descriptions and illustrations from egg to 
adult with accompanying details along the way. The entire 
study took several lessons.
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The dissection of the actual Owl Pellets (above picture, 
regurgitated fur, feathers and bones which owls and other 
birds cannot digest) proved fascinating. To avoid them 
confusing this with other ' bodily functions', I showed them 
a short clip of a Barn Owl producing such a pellet from it's 
mouth to help them understand. The children set to with 
cocktail sticks to carefully pull apart the pellets (which 
had previously been soaked in water to soften them) and 
painstakingly separated the various bones from each pellet 
and used charts to identify them. After initial exclamations 
of 'Ugh' and 'this is gross,' they quickly became fascinated 
with the contents and were very much engaged for the rest 
of the lesson. They couldn't wait to tell me which bones 
they had discovered and compared their results to other 
groups. They were very adept at classifying the different 
bones as they stuck them down on paper.   

An indicator of how much the children enjoyed their 
learning came to my attention one afternoon on playground 
duty,  watching some children running around the 
playground, flapping their arms and making Barn Owl 
screeching noises... I’m calling that a measure of success!!!

My personal hope is that this albeit limited experience, 
went some way to kindling the children’s enthusiasm for 
nature when sadly, many seem to be disengaged 
from it. 
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