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The Murmuration Courage Test
Interesting facts can reveal a surprisingly useful lesson.

Near sunset at Browns Lake, Elliana and Ari watched hundreds of European starlings gather above the
trees. The birds twisted into a giant ribbon, then a ball, then a shape that looked like a dragon trying to
remember where it had left its legs. Their guide, Ms. Chen, called the flock a murmuration. Starlings in a
murmuration coordinate with the birds nearest them, quickly reacting to changes around the flock.

A large flock can help birds detect predators and make it harder for a hawk to select one target. The
movement is useful for starlings, but Ms. Chen warned the children not to copy the lesson too literally. 'A
bird watches its neighbors because that is part of its survival system,' she said. 'A person still has to
decide whether a group is moving in a wise direction.' Ari wrote that sentence twice.

After the bird program, the children joined a scavenger hunt near the marina. A boy named Dex noticed a
maintenance gate marked CLOSED - STAFF ONLY. Behind it, a narrow ladder led to the roof of a
storage building. Dex said the roof would be the perfect place to film the starling flock. Two children
squeezed through a gap beside the gate.

'Everyone is doing it,' Dex told Ari. 'If you are actually brave, prove it.' He promised that the video would
get hundreds of views. Then he added, 'Do not tell the adults. They will ruin it.' Ari felt pressure in several
forms at once: a claim that everyone agreed, a challenge to his courage, a reward of attention, and a
demand for secrecy. Yet he did not immediately recognize those clues as peer pressure. He only knew
that climbing looked scary and wondered whether doing a scary thing would make him brave.

Elliana asked four questions Ms. Chen had taught them: Is it safe? Is it legal or allowed? Is it kind and
fair? Would I be comfortable telling a trusted adult? The roof plan failed every question. A loose ladder, a
locked gate, and a secret were not transformed into a wise choice just because several children were
involved.

Ari still looked uncertain. 'But what if a bad action really is scary?' he asked. 'Suppose someone pressures
a person to rob a liquor store. That would be frightening. Would doing it take courage?' Ms. Chen
answered carefully. 'It might require nerve or willingness to face danger, but courage has a moral
direction. Robbery is illegal, dangerous, and harmful. Facing fear to do a wrong act is not moral courage.
It is recklessness, and if a crowd pushed the person into it, it is also surrendering judgment to peer
pressure.'

Real courage, Ms. Chen explained, can be quiet. It may mean saying no while friends laugh, leaving
before the group acts, telling an adult, or protecting someone who could be hurt. A useful response has
three parts: state the decision, refuse to debate, and move toward safety. Ari practiced: 'No. I am not
going through a locked gate. I am leaving, and I will tell Ms. Chen if anyone climbs.'

Dex called him a baby. Ari's face grew hot, but he repeated the same sentence instead of arguing. He and
Elliana walked to Ms. Chen. An employee stopped the other children before anyone reached the ladder.
Later, Ari watched the murmuration bend safely around the lake. The birds moved together, but Ari
understood that people must sometimes move away from a crowd. The roof would have been frightening
and wrong. Saying no had also felt frightening, but it protected people and followed good judgment. That
was courage.
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The Murmuration Courage Test - Circle the best answer.

1. What is the main idea of the story?
A. Every group decision is dangerous.
B. Ari learns to identify peer pressure and choose moral
courage.
C. Starlings should avoid Browns Lake.
D. Dex becomes a bird guide.

2. What is a murmuration?
A. A nest made by a hawk
B. A large, coordinated flock of starlings
C. A locked marina building
D. A bird's warning call

3. How can a large starling flock help the birds?
A. It helps detect predators and can confuse an attacker.
B. It teaches birds to read signs.
C. It makes every bird fly alone.
D. It keeps all predators asleep.

4. Which phrase is a warning sign of peer pressure?
A. 'The gate says staff only.'
B. 'Please ask a trusted adult.'
C. 'Everyone is doing it, so prove you are brave.'
D. 'Let us use the marked path.'

5. Why does Ari first confuse the roof plan with
bravery?
A. He thinks every scary action is courageous.
B. He cannot see the gate.
C. Ms. Chen orders him to climb.
D. He believes the roof is low.

6. What is the difference between courage and
recklessness?
A. Courage is always easy.
B. Recklessness always follows rules.
C. Courage faces fear for a right purpose; recklessness
accepts danger for a wrong or foolish purpose.
D. There is no difference.

7. Which question helps test a pressured choice?
A. Will this get many views?
B. Is it safe, allowed, kind, and something I can tell an adult?
C. Will everyone laugh?
D. Can I do it before anyone notices?

8. What should Ari do if Dex keeps pushing?
A. Debate until Dex agrees.
B. Climb halfway and then stop.
C. Repeat a clear no, leave, and tell a trusted adult.
D. Keep the plan secret.

9. Which event happens last?
A. Dex points to the locked gate.
B. Ari asks about robbing a store.
C. An employee stops the children near the ladder.
D. Ari understands that saying no was courageous.

10. Which statement best expresses the moral?
A. If many people do something, it becomes wise.
B. A scary action is automatically brave.
C. Good judgment may require moving away from the crowd.
D. Courage means never asking adults for help.
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Lesson 18 Answer Key

Comprehension Answers

1.  B

2.  B

3.  A

4.  C

5.  A

6.  C

7.  B

8.  C

9.  D

10.  C

Think Beyond the Story

1. Identify two peer-pressure phrases Dex used. Explain what each phrase was trying to make Ari feel.

2. Apply the four-question test to this choice: friends dare you to damage school property while they record
it.

3. Write a three-part refusal: a clear no, a statement that you will not debate, and a plan to leave or tell an
adult.

Starling facts paraphrased from Cornell Lab of Ornithology and National Audubon Society resources.
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