There's No Such Thing as a Blue Bird

Idaho’s state bird is the Mountain Bluebird. But, there’s
actually no such thing as a bird that is blue.

Most birds get their coloring from pigment in their
feathers, but blue pigment is not present in feathers (or
in most places in nature). Humans view the blue color
because of the microscopic structure of the feathers.

Blue feathers contain tiny pockets made of air and a
protein called keratin. The tiny pockets are even smaller
than the wavelength of visible light, which is exactly
why they work. Visible light strikes the feathers and

encounters the keratin-air nanostructures. The size of
the nanostructure matches that of the wavelength of blue light. So, while all of the other colors pass
through the feather, the blue does not. It is reflected, so you see blue. But if you were to take a feather
and grind it up, the resulting powder would be brown (in contrast, the powder from a cardinal’s feather
would be red, and the powder from a flamingo’s feather would be pink).

This phenomenon can be used in the physical science classroom to explore optics and properties of
light. Students can investigate pigments with chromatography, or use mirrors and blocks of glass to
explore how light behaves when it interacts with different media. In a life science classroom this
phenomenon can be used to discuss variations and adaptations. You can also expand this phenomenon

to discuss why we see the sky or the ocean as blue.

Additional Resources:

e There's no such thing as a blue bird - National Geographic

e \Why are some feathers blue? Smithsonian

e How Birds Make Colorful Feathers Cornell Lab of Ornithology
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science professional development for educators in Idaho. The inclusion of resources on this page does NOT constitute an endorsement or
recommendation of any specific online material, program, or by any person or group who has contributed. These resources are provided
solely to support implementation of the Idaho State Content Standards in Science and improve student learning.



https://blog.education.nationalgeographic.org/2016/05/09/there-is-no-such-thing-as-a-blue-bird/
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/science-nature/why-are-some-feathers-blue-100492890/
https://academy.allaboutbirds.org/how-birds-make-colorful-feathers/

