Is sociality influenced by habitat in birds?

http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/
In this exercise you will extract data from the Animal Diversity Web (ADW) to test whether habitat influences social system in birds. It is possible that aspects of habitat structure influence factors such as risk of predation or aggregation of food resources. Grasslands and wetlands are often characterized as highly productive habitats, especially when compared to most forested habitats, so there may be more food resources available to exploit. Also, grasslands tend to lack the vegetative cover and physical complexity that often protects birds from predation. A potential adaptation to this is social aggregation, where members of the group benefit from the presence of many eyes watching for predators.

Start by generating several predictions:

If grasslands are more productive than forests, what do you expect the impact on degree of sociality will be?
If animals in grasslands risk higher predation rates than those in forests, what do you expect the impact on degree of sociality will be?

Then extract data from the ADW and test whether the results are consistent with your predictions.  Remember: data in the ADW is not complete! The first part of the exercise is simply finding and organizing the data in a way that permits testing your predictions.

Go to: http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/local/inquiry/search
Search for all data records for Aves by selecting scientific name, is, and filling in Aves. Hit search and wait for the results to appear on the page. 

Next you will determine which data for all of these avian species you’ll extract into a spreadsheet format. Go to the report builder, scroll to the Behavior section, and select the keyword solitary, then add another column for the Behavior keyword social. Add two more columns, in the first you’ll scroll to the Habitat section and select savanna or grasslands, in the second you’ll scroll to the Habitat section and select forest.

Make sure you’ve selected a “worksheet” format for export of the data and hit the “tabulate” button. 

Once the export is complete open the worksheet in Microsoft Excel. Start by sorting so that you can delete entries for bird species that lack data relevant to the question. Sort by solitary, then social, and delete rows for bird species that lack information on sociality (the result is around 200 species of an original set of 400+). Next sort by solitary, forest, and savanna/grasslands. You should be able to find sets of species that have information on sociality, but lack relevant information on habitats – delete those rows.  Finally, delete rows for bird species that are listed as both solitary and social.

The relevant data set should represent around 115 species of birds. Simply tally the results so that you get proportions of social birds that are found in grasslands vs. forests and proportions of solitary birds found in grasslands vs. forests. 

Are the results consistent with your predictions? Describe the pattern you observe and what you think might be influencing differences in sociality among habitats in birds.

You can also add different types of habitats to this test to see if other patterns emerge. Or you might add a column for bird order or family to test whether there is any phylogenetic pattern.

