
Singin’ in the prairie
Humans make a lot of noise. Animals that communicate with sound
can have a hard time being heard, so to get their message across, they 
change tactics. Some birds, but not all, alter the frequency or pitch 
of their songs.

NOISY OIL DRILL

Why do only some birds change their tune?
Claire Curry and colleagues predicted that
bird species that already had pretty variable 
songs would have an easier time modifying 
them, but other species with more static songs
wouldn’t.

They tested this hypothesis using two songbird species: the Savannah 
sparrow, which has variable songs, and Baird’s sparrow, which doesn’t.
They recorded the birds’ songs before, during, and after playing back 
sounds from a noisy oil drill.

Surprisingly, both species adjusted their songs in the presence 
of noise! Baird’s sparrows decreased song frequency, while
Savannah sparrows’ song frequencies increased.

Maybe birds that live in habitats with a lot of different 
sounds are used to having to change their songs. 
But, we don’t know whether this makes their songs any easier to hear, 
or if it affects the message they’re trying to communicate. Answering
these kinds of questions can help us make better conservation decisions!
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