 Background

Homologous structures; body parts that are structurally similar in related species.

Owl pellet: are the regurgitated remains of an owl’s meal, including all the bones of the animal it ate. Owls usually swallow their food whole, digest the edible parts and then expel the indigestible parts through their mouth as a “pellet”.

Procedure You should use latex gloves to perform this dissection.

1. Draw your owl pellet. Examine the outside of your owl pellet. (Feel free to use hand lens or dissecting microscopes to do this) What types of material is it made up of? Record your data. 

2. Measure the length and diameter of the pellet. Weigh your owl pellet on a digital scale. Record your measurements and observations in a data table. Compare your measurement to your table lab groups and record their measurements in your lab table also. 

3. Gently pull apart the pellet, being careful not to break any of the bones found in the pellet. Use toothpicks or forceps to separate the bones from the feathers or fur. Take especial care when removing the skulls or jawbones, since they are the best way to identify the animals that the owl ate. Group similar bones together.

4. When you have finished sorting the bones, roll the last bits of fur between your fingers, to find little bones or teeth that might have been overlooked. Use the identification key to classify your bones and to try to reconstruct the bone skeleton of the animals eaten. Record the number and type of bones you uncovered in your data table. Record any plant material you find in the pellet.

5. Compare the bones you found to your lab table partners. Record each others data. Try to reconstruct a full skeleton by combining your bones with your partners and glue them in order on an index card. Label the index card with the names of the bones and the type of animal you reconstructed.

Analysis/Questions
1. How many animals did your pellet contain? Justify your answer.

2. What sort of things, other than bones, was in your owl pellet? (plant, material, seeds, feathers, fur?)  Based on what the pellet is made up of, describe the environment that the owl most likely lived in.

3. How many different kinds of animals did you find evidence of? Justify your answer.

4. By looking at the measurements of your and your lab table partners pellets, decide if there is any correlation between the weight/size of the pellet and the number of skulls in it.  Justify your answer.

5. What types of information might a scientist retrieve by looking at owl pellets?

