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Wild Discover Zones: Children’s Zoo—Little Penguin 
Theme: Preening at the same time creates stronger bonds and social groups between 

little penguins. 
Investigation Question: Do penguins prefer to groom their feathers at the same time as 

others or on their own? 
 
 
 
 

Step 1: Hook (Facilitator A) 
Material:  

 Jar of penguin feathers with a 1-inch square taped to the lid 
 
Greet Guests    Carrying the jar of feathers with you, greet guests when they make eye contact with you. To establish a 
rapport, ask them if they are enjoying their day at the Zoo. If you see a penguin preening, or grooming its feathers, you 
might point it out to them and explain what it is doing.  
 
By this point, they’ve likely noticed the feathers you’re holding. Ask them to guess how many feathers a penguin has on 
just one square inch of its body. Show them the square taped to the jar lid to give them an idea of size. Isn’t it amazing 
that a penguin has up to 70 feathers in just one square inch?! That’s more than any other bird. 
 
Introduce Topic    Why do they think penguins have so many of these tiny feathers? The feathers are designed to keep 
penguins warm and dry both on land and in the water. Have they ever noticed how birds spend a lot of time grooming 
their feathers, called preening? Point out this behavior if you see a penguin doing it. Preening keeps their feathers 
aligned and working properly. In fact, preening at the same time creates stronger bonds between little penguins.  
 
Introduce the Question   Ask visitors if they ever get together with friends to do their hair and makeup. Do they think 
penguins like to groom together or on their own? Point them towards Facilitator B to find out. 
 
Supporting Information 

 Yawning, preening, grooming, and feeding are often contagious behaviors in many species of birds and 
mammals. That is, when one animal in a group initiates a certain behavior, other group members soon follow 
suit. 

 Penguins are highly social, and in many social species scientists have found grooming and other group activities 
to be important for bonding. Bonding is crucial to keeping a social group together. 

 Living in social groups can have many benefits, including better protection from predators, sharing efforts in 
finding food and building shelters, and help from others in caring for young. 

 
Step 2: Doing the Investigation (Facilitator B) 
Note: Facilitator B can also initiate this investigation directly by simply asking, “Do you want to help me with my 
investigation?” 
 
Props:  
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 Magnetic chalkboard 

 Chalk markers 

 Laminated photos of preening behavior 

 Binoculars 

 Calculator 

 Timer 

 Laminated data sheets 

 Wax pencil 

 Laminated graph of a previous day’s results 

 Penguin magnets 
 
Set Up    Write the investigation question at the top of the chalkboard, and draw a blank graph on it that looks like this: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Introduce the Question    Greet guests that approach and/or make eye contact with you. Invite them to help you figure 
out whether the penguins like to groom, or preen, their feathers at the same time as others or on their own.  
 
Make a Prediction    Have them make a prediction. Do they think that penguins prefer to groom their feathers at the 
same time as others or on their own? Why? 
 
Collect Data    Explain how to collect data. Give them a timer set for 30 seconds, a wax pencil/dry-erase marker, and a 
data sheet. Show them the sheet of the different types of preening behaviors (ethogram) they might see. Have them 
count the number of penguins that they can see and record it on the data sheet. Then, they should start the timer and 
observe the penguins for 30 seconds and keep a tally of how many of the penguins clean their feathers during that time. 
Have them compare the number of penguins that preened to the total number of penguins. Did more than half of the 
penguins clean their feathers during their observation time?  
 
Graph Results    Have guests add their data to the results graph. If more than half of the penguins preened, add a 
magnet to the bar representing cleaning their feathers together. If not, add a magnet to the bar representing cleaning 
feathers alone. If no penguins were observed preening, do not add anything to the graph. The graph builds with each 
new guest’s data.  
 
Discuss What Happened    According to the graph, do the penguins prefer to groom their feathers at the same time as 
others or on their own? Is that what they predicted? Why do they think it turned out that way?  
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Early in the day, when only a few guests have added their data to the graph yet, you might want to share the laminated 
graph of a previous day’s results with them. Looking at a graph of a full day’s results will make it easier for guests to 
come to a conclusion. 
 
When the magnets reach the top of the board, record the data on the sheet provided at the Zone. Then remove the 
magnets and start the graph over. Remember to record all of the data collected at the end of the day as well. 
 
Keep in mind that the point of doing the investigation is not to just collect data, graph the results, and get an answer. 
The most important part is to discuss how doing investigations, or scientific research, can help save wildlife and that 
they can be a part of it. Move on to Step 3 to transition into that conversation. 
 
Step 3: Make the Conservation Connection 
Props: 

 Laminated world map highlighting Chile and picture of rockhopper penguin 

 Saving Species storyboard pictures 
 
Discuss Importance of the Investigation    After completing the investigation, ask guests why it would be important to 
know what kinds of social behaviors are important to penguins? Here are a couple of reasons: 
 
In the Zoo, it is important to keep our animals happy and healthy. We must be sure to provide the penguins with a 
comfortable environment, which may include opportunities for social activities.  We strive to keep our animals happy 
and healthy for their own sake and for the sake of successful breeding. We are one of the few zoos that maintain little 
penguin colonies so it is important to maintain breeding. 
The more we know about penguins, the better able we will be to protect them in the wild. If penguins rely on living in 
social groups for survival, we need to make sure they have enough space to do so in the wild. Research in zoos can 
provide such important information.  
 
Talk about Zoo Conservation Efforts    Mention that the Zoo conducts scientific research on penguins in the wild. Show 
them the map highlighting Chile and picture of a rockhopper penguin. Working with scientists in Chile, the Zoo is 
tracking rockhopper penguins to find out where they travel once they leave their nesting sites. We are also comparing 
the genetic makeup of the colonies to find out if the penguins are moving in search of better feeding areas. Direct them 
to the Wings of the World to see rockhopper penguins in addition to other species on display. 
 
Make the Saving Species Connection    Each chalkboard is equipped with a panel across the bottom for pictures that 
serve as a “Saving Species” storyboard.  Use these pictures to tell the story of David Oehler and his research on 
rockhopper penguins in the wild. 
  
Photos: 

1. Rockhopper penguin   Populations of the southern rockhopper penguin in the wild have declined over the past 
30 years mainly due to human pressures, such as overfishing, on the areas that these birds require for nesting 
and foraging for food.  

 
2. David Oehler (right) and colleague collect a sample from penguin    On Isla Noir along the coast of Chile, David 

Oehler, the Zoo’s Director of Animal Collections, works with local ornithologists to better understand the biology 
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of rockhopper penguins. This baseline data will help us better protect the habitats they need to survive. Here, 
David (right) and a colleague are collect a sample from a penguin.  
 
How do you catch a penguin? Rockhopper penguins are very defensive of their nest sites and will not abandon 
them even when people are present. Trained biologists calmly approach a penguin and gently pick it up in their 
hands. They are careful when restraining the birds, holding the head to prevent bites and supporting the body so 
it is comfortable and safe. Other bites and wing beatings come with the territory; it is more important to make 
sure they do no harm to the birds, the eggs, or the nest sites.  

3. Setting up a plot   Biologists welcome the help of citizen scientists. Here two lawyers from Cincinnati assist David 
in setting up a study plot. Once a plot is marked off, they count the number of nest sites and nests with eggs 
within it. Using the data from 45 plots, they can then estimate the total population of penguins in a colony 
without having to count each and every penguin. (In areas where the whole colony is visible at one time, 
however, they do sometimes count each and every penguin.) 
 

4. Penguin with tag    Using geolocational tags, such as this one applied to the penguin’s right wing, scientists track 
a penguin’s movements to find out where it goes when it leaves the nest. (The tags are small and do not affect 
the penguins ability to swim and hunt.) 
 

5. Rockhopper penguin with egg     Tracking penguins led to the discovery of a previously unknown colony, to 
which this penguin and its egg belong. All of the data generated from David’s research will inform the 
development of a regional species action plan for conserving rockhopper penguins. 

 
Suggest An Action     Ask guests if they’ve heard about our cell phone recycling program yet. If not, explain how recycling 
cell phones helps wildlife. If they have already heard about cell phones, mention a different action: use paper or 
reusable shopping bags instead of plastic. Stray plastic bags can end up in the ocean and animals can accidently swallow 
them or get trapped in them. Keeping trash out of the oceans can help save penguins.  
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