
BEAUTY AND THE BEAK 
Bald Eagle Beak Ripping Force STEM Activity

By Deborah Lee Rose and Jane Veltkamp

Bird beaks are adapted for many ways of eating—like ripping pieces of food from prey, pecking for insects, crack-
ing seeds, sipping nectar, or scooping fish. This activity explores how a Bald Eagle uses its sharp, curved beak and 
other parts of its body to powerfully rip pieces of food from its prey.

BEFORE THE ACTIVITY

If possible, have learners watch a video of a wild Bald Eagle ripping food with its beak, such as this video from the 
Cornell Lab of Ornithology Bird Academy. 

Academy.allaboutbirds.org/bald-eagles-and-crows-eat-fish-on-an-alaska-beach/

WHAT YOU NEED

• 3” X 4” (or larger) rectangle of thick brown paper for each learner (thickness of a brown paper grocery store bag)

• Penny or other coin

USFWS photo of a wild Bald Eagle using its beak to rip food from its prey



WHAT TO DO

Hold one short edge of the paper rectangle tightly with one hand. Have the thumb above the paper and the 
other fingers below. 

This replicates the Bald Eagle’s talons holding its prey.

Hold the opposite short edge of the paper rectangle tightly with the other hand. Again, have the thumb above 
the paper and the other fingers below. 

This replicates the Bald Eagle’s clenched beak.

Try to rip the paper by pulling the hands in opposite directions. 

WHAT HAPPENS?

Again holding the paper the same way, this time put a coin between one thumb and the paper. (Either thumb 
is fine.) Make sure the edge of the coin is right at the edge of the thumb. Squeeze the fingers of both hands for 
a tight grip.

Now bend the knuckle of the thumb holding the coin, so the thumb curves like a Bald Eagle’s beak. With the 
thumb curved, dig the edge of the coin into the paper, then make a strong yanking motion up, down, and/or 
sideward.

This replicates the Bald Eagle’s pointed, clenched beak, neck muscles, and talons creating opposing forces to rip 
off pieces of food.

WHAT HAPPENS NOW?

food for thoughT
How is the ripping action of a Bald Eagle’s beak different than the feeding actions of other birds?
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