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Cornell Lab of Ornithology

What Exactly Is a Bird Anyway?

Coracoid
Clavicle 
Wishbone

Strong pectoral 
bones support the 
chest cavity during 
wingbeats

Reduced and fused 
finger bones

Hollow long bones 
strengthened by 

internal struts

Uncinate processes on ribs 
strengthen rib cage

Reduced tail

Fused pelvic 
girdle

Large keel on sternum to 
attach to flight muscles

Joints allow 
folding or 
locking of wings

Lightweight 
skull bones

Beak without 
teeth

Fused 
wrist bones

A bird skeleton and its adaptations for flight

The skeleton of a bird is strong but lightweight so the bird can fly. Notice that some bones 
are fused and reduced, and many bones are hollow. How does this skeleton compare to a 
human skeleton?


