
© Les Grignoux, 2016. All copyrights reproduction and adaptation reserved internationally.
D / 2016 / 6039 / 10 ISBN 978-2-87503-162-4
Supplementary teaching material provided by Anne Vervier for Les Grignoux cultural centre.

  LES OISEAUX DE PASSAGE
(BIRDS OF PASSAGE)

 A MOVIE BY YVES ET OLIVIER RINGER, BELGIUM, 2015, 1 H 24

Summary
1. Introduction  ..................................................................................................  1
2. Sharing first impressions ...............................................................................  2
3. An unusual gift ...............................................................................................  3
     Extension : a surprise gift? 
4. A confrontation between adult and child ........................................................  6

 Extension : Margaux and the duck 
5. A movie full of emotions .................................................................................  10
6. Disobeying? ...................................................................................................  13
     Extension :  why is it forbidden ? 
7. Express one's feelings .................................................................................... 15

1. Introduction
On her tenth birthday, Cathy receives a fertilized egg and hatching kit from her father who 
advises her to attend the hatching.  However, it turns out that it is her friend Margaux that 
attends when the duckling hatches and it is her that it imprints upon. The problem is that 
Margaux has a disability and is wheel-chair bound, thus unable to take proper care of the 
duckling.  Finally, the parents give the duckling away to a local breeding farm. When Margaux 
finds out, she is so upset that Cathy decides to intervene.
Les Oiseaux de Passage (Birds of Passage) is obviously a film intended for a young audience, 
with children as main characters exhibiting problems pertaining to their age group.  
Although the movie offers an unusual underlying tone that requires maturity and an adult type of 
understanding, so to say, it still appeals to young viewers.  Indeed, it displays a whole array of 
emotions that actually gives the most noble role to children : here, two young girls going against 
their parents' will, but remaining true to their own sense of justice.
For teachers within a classroom setting, the movie highlights the different points of view 
between adult and child and opens discussion about the benefits and responsibility of owning a 
pet while encouraging students to talk about the emotions that the story brings out.  The 
pedagogical portion of this document contains many learning outcomes, applications and 
classroom activities along with discussions adapted for a 9-12 age group (grades 4-7).
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 2.  Sharing first impressions
 
 

Objectives

-  Express opinion on the movie openly
-  Explore beyond initial impressions
-  Initiate discussion
-  Verbalize feelings and emotions
-  Recall elements of the movie
-  Reflect on the intentions of the movie producer and author
 

Procedure
 
-   Did you enjoy the movie?
-   Did you find the story interesting?
- Did you like the characters? Which one in particular?
- Can you recall any special scene that made you react?  For instance, one that startled 

or scared you
- Did you learn anything from the movie? What exactly?
- In your opinion, why did the producer/author choose this specific story for his movie?
- ...
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3.           An unusual gift

Objectives

- Explain and demonstrate some hidden, unspoken aspects of the movie, such as the motivation 
behind the characters actions, for example.  

Procedure
When Cathy’s father presents her with this unusual gift he tells her to « make sure that you are 
there at the moment of the hatching; the first living creature that the duckling sees, he will 
imprint upon and consider it as its mother ». The father evokes a phenomenon called imprinting 
discovered by Conrad Lorenz, an Austrian ethologist.

We often see ducklings following their mother and consider it natural.  However, Lorenz 
discovered that these ducklings (and most bird hatchlings) will follow instinctively and see as 
their mother, any living creature (and even any moving object!) encountered at birth.  Naturally, 
in most cases, it is their mother that they imprint upon. However, in some circumstances, it 
could be another animal, a person or even a ball!

Of course, Cathy’s dad knows this and hopes that she will be the first thing the duckling sees 
(he feels embarrassed that it could be Cathy’s mom!).  He obviously did not plan that it could be 
another person.

Let’s invite discussion around this situation and about this unusual gift.
The following questions could be put forward to the class:

- Do you think it was a good idea for Cathy’s father to offer this fertilized egg as a gift? 
why yes? Why no?  

- How would you feel about receiving such a gift?
-   How does Cathy react to this special gift?
- Why do you think Cathy’s father gave this gift to her in the first place?
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Comments
This fertilized egg is more or less a future pet. On that subject, children and parents often 
disagree. The child often considers the pet dog or cat as a living toy, a cute little thing to caress 
and to play with.  Parents, unless they are themselves very much into pet animals, see them as 
a burden, a responsibility, requiring food, care, training, regular upkeep and consider them 
sometimes a hindrance, for instance when planning a vacation or travel.The issue often 
revolves around the question of whether the child is able to take care of the animal or not.

It is this very issue that Cathy’s father brings forth when he offers this gift. The duckling is a 
cute, playful companion but also a living being for which one must care and attend to.  A 
growing, living creature that represents our link with nature.  By offering this gift, the father also 
entrusts Cathy with the responsibility for a living being, requiring maturity. 

Cathy is doubtful in the beginning and is somewhat put off by her father’s eccentric attitude and 
expectations (plainly, the way she answers to her father’s request, without conviction, reveals 
her lack of interest and the one-sidedness of the conversation).  She maybe would have been 
more easily seduced by a living duckling instead of an egg? They are so cute and it is harder to 
have feelings toward a simple egg!

However, she knows that there is life in there and although she prefers her mom’s gift (a new-
generation MP3 player, replacing the old one), she agrees to take care of this egg.  So, she 
protests when her mother unplugs the hatching kit in order to use the vacuum cleaner and, 
when the light bulb gives out, she immediately seeks out and tries to find one which requires 
considerable effort since they are no longer readily available in stores.  

In this way, Cathy reveals that she is really serious and trustworthy.  When Margaux attends the 
hatching and thus becomes the duckling’s "mother", Cathy again shows maturity : if she is 
disappointed, she hides it well and accepts Margaux’s maternal rights.  It is rather Margaux’s 
parents who are inconsiderate when they coldly reject the duckling, thinking that she is unable 
to take care of it and ignoring how much it needs her.
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Extension:  A surprise gift

In regards to Cathy’s birthday, her parents have very different ways of approaching the issue.  
Her mom asks what she prefers and her dad wants to completely surprise her.  Cathy already 
owns a music player but wants the newer, black version model which her mother does provide.  
Her father decides to give her a hatching kit with a real fertilized egg, which is unexpected.  
Cathy is ecstatic about her new MP3 player but uneasy about her father’s gift -- a gift she could 
well remember her whole life, although less appealing at first glance!

What about you?

-  When you want to offer a gift, how do you proceed?  
-  Do you choose it yourself?
-  Do you ask the intended person directly what he/she would prefer?
-  Or, do you ask someone close to  that person?
-  Or, do you carefully keep track of that person’s wishes in your memory?
-  Have you ever received a surprise gift that you did not appreciate at first but came to 
   love eventually?  Why?  What changed your mind about that gift?
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4. A confrontation between adult and child
As we said, getting a domestic animal is often a source of conflict between adults and children. 
In this movie, the young girls really want to adopt and take care of the duckling but their parents 
are reluctant.  Cathy’s mom finds it too difficult to keep the animal while Margaux’s parents use 
her handicap as an excuse not to.  The conflict does not end here : the decision to give the 
duckling away to a breeding farm is not the girls’ to make,  just as the decision for Margaux to 
attend a special needs school is not justified to her.

Objectives
-  Identify reasons and values behind the different characters of the story 
- Adopt, respect and appreciate another’s point of view
- Express an opinion and an argument

Procedure
In this movie, the only real discussion between an adult and a child regarding the duckling 
occurs between Cathy and her mother. The mom sharply insists that the best place for the bird 
is at Margaux’s house and simply leaves it at that. We do not know if there has been such a 
discussion between Margaux and her parents but we suspect there was, since the duck is 
finally given away to a raising-breeding farm.

Let’s imagine a dialogue between the girls and their parents when Margaux’s parents 
discover the duck in their own house; a discussion where different point of views and opinions 
are expressed.
- Each participant will role-play different characters : 
- Cathy, Margaux, Cathy’s mom, Cathy’s dad, Margaux's mom, Margaux’s dad.
-  A group of 6 participants will express their different opinions and wishes.
Each actor plays his/ her part, not necessarily expressing his/her personal opinion.

Here are some examples :
- Cathy’s mother could say : Margaux is the duckling’s actual "mother". It should stay with 

her!  
- Cathy’s dad could say : I did not give this egg and live hatchling so that it could be so easily 

discarded like an old sock!
-   Margaux’s mom : It is practically impossible for Margaux to take care of this animal given her
    condition.
- Margaux’s dad : Margaux is going away to a special school for disabled children.  She can’t 
keep this bird.
- Cathy could say : We simply cannot abandon it.  It is a living creature, after all!

 - Margaux : I am his mom. This duck needs me!
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Participants can either be actors or spectators.  The event should last between ten and twenty 
minutes.  

The group leader (teacher) will make sure everyone has a chance to express themselves and 
assign right of speech accordingly.  Spectators could intervene (in an orderly way) if the actors 
are having difficulty with their parts.  Actors should be allowed a few minutes to prepare their 
parts or arguments.

The role-playing should be followed by a group discussion where one can comment on what 
happened during the event and on the feelings towards the arguments presented by the actors. 

The following questions should be asked :

-  What motivates each of the players in this story?
-  What is the most important issue for them?

Another role-play activity could follow where an acceptable solution for each should be found (a 
consensus).

-  The actors will have to argue further, ideally finding new ideas, and a solution for everyone 
(spectators can participate in this search for solutions).
-  This might require a more extensive research on the subject in order to define what it 
means exactly to "care for a duck". What does it need to live? How much time before it 
becomes an adult? Is it safe to put it back in the wild if it has been domesticated? Etc.

Comments
 The first role-play activity highlights the priorities and values of each character.  Most adults in 
the movie value their peace and comfort foremost: Margaux’s parents and Cathy’s mother do 
not want the duckling troubling their home. They probably think that it’s too much work and there 
is no place for such an animal; Margaux, with her disability, would have a hard time caring for it 
and will be leaving to attend a special care facility.  The girls (and Cathy’s dad) are worried 
about the duck’s safety and welfare. It’s a living creature that cannot be simply abandoned.  
Margaux feels that she must assume her role as a "mother".  They could argue that just a small 
space is needed for the duckling and it would require little time to take care of it, really.  
Margaux’s parents could help her with the duckling just as they already do with her washing and 
getting dressed each day.
This exercise illustrates the conflict between the girls (and Cathy’s dad) and Margaux’s parents 
(and Cathy’s mom). In this instance, the parents appear hypocritical and preoccupied mostly 
by their comfort, making up problems to justify their position.  The girls are more truthful and 
honest in their attitude. "Why are you sending Margaux away to a special centre for the 
disabled?" asks Cathy.
In the second role-play, actors are encouraged to change their point of view and become more 
accepting of the others' while considering alternate possibilities.  For instance, the girls could 
agree to release the duck in the wild when it reaches maturity (not keeping him forever). The 
parents could agree to keep the duck by providing a suitable set up and space for the bird.
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Extension : Margaux and the duck
When she realizes that the duckling cannot swim and declares  "he’s just like me" she 
establishes a link, a parallel between herself and the bird, pointing out the similarity between the 
duck’s limitations and her own, stressing the difference between her and other children, 
between him and other ducks. He doesn’t swim, she doesn’t walk, she thinks.  She is wrong : it 
takes time for the duckling to get used to water and for its feathers to secrete the oils that will 
allow it to float properly.

This comparison between the two is made stronger by the fact that Margaux’s parents are 
planning to send her to a special home for disabled people just as they want to send the 
duckling to a breeding farm.  In reality, the situation is quite different : at the centre for 
disabled, Margaux will get special treatment while at the breeding farm the duck will eventually 
get slaughtered.

However, in some ways, Margaux remains a burden for her parents, more so than any 
normally abled child could be. When her father is "hunting for good news" and takes her to the 
special needs centre for testing (in order to see if she is admissible), we get the impression that 
the "good news" would be, in fact, for him, for the parents : if she is admitted, she will get 
treatment during week days and they will have more freedom to do whatever they want!

What do the young viewers think? Let’s ask the following questions :

-  Could you imagine a conversation between Margaux and her parents where each could 
express their wants and needs?
-  Can you imagine how Margaux feels about this issue and what her parents think?
-  Could Margaux and her parents discuss the issue (just like they did about the duckling) 
to reach an agreement?
-  Is there any balance possible between what Margaux’s parents want (to send her away 
to a special centre they call the Institution) and what she wants (to lead a normal life and 
have more freedom)? Any compromises?
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Comments
It’s hard to imagine that Margaux’s parents want to get rid of her by sending her every week 
to the Institution, a centre for disabled people. They do not elicit much sympathy in this role.  
In the movie, parents are pictured as being hard and insensitive.  For instance, the father of 
Tiphaine (unseen but heard in the movie) shouts every time Cathy comes to ring his doorbell.  

Cathy’s mom, in a less harsh manner, appears a bit egoistic in her self-serving life-style : 
leaving her daughter alone to go jogging, being often annoyed by Cathy’s demands and 
her eccentric father.  When confronted by the "duckling dilemma" while invited to Margaux’s 
parents' house, she reacts strongly and leaves briskly, blaming Cathy for putting her in such 
an uncomfortable situation.  Cathy’s dad is more likable, but his ecological lifestyle is also the 
object of ridicule.

However, this ironic view on the adult world contributes to the humorous aspect of the movie.  
Thus, it is the parents who appear stupid when they find out that Margaux ran away from the 
centre for disabled and that she left a message made of seeds glued on a piece of cardboard 
(her caretaker mentions that it must have required a lot of effort from Margaux).  

In the same fashion, we laugh at the parents’ attitude towards the police who don’t seem 
concerned at all about the girls’ whereabouts, adding that the girls are not missing since they 
gave news about themselves recently! 
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5. A movie full of emotion
The movie Les Oiseaux de passage (Birds of passage) tells a story that is at times funny and to 
others a little sad... Finally, there is a whole palette of emotions that the film can arouse, but 
each viewer will be more or less sensitive to different ones.

Objectives
- To highlight the diversity of emotions that the film can generate
- To highlight the diversity of reactions that the same scene can generate
- Verbalizing your emotions

Procedure
Submit a series of scenes from the film to the young audience. What did they feel in those 
moments?
Invite them to put words to these emotions.

Here is a series of scenes from the movie. What did you feel in those moments?  

• For her birthday, Cathy receives a coconut from her father.
• Margaux attends the hatching of the egg.
• Margaux falls into the bathtub trying to rescue the duckling from drowning.
• Margaux declares "he is like me", evoking the duckling who does not know how to float.
• Margaux's mom finds duck droppings all over the house.
• Cathy discovers that there are thousands of ducks in the breeding centre and that she is 

incapable of recognizing Margaux's.
• Cathy discovers that the ducks of the breeding centre are fattened then slaughtered to be eaten.
• Margaux's dad asks Cathy to lie to Margaux: she must pretend that the smallest ducks are

released in the wild.
• Margaux arrives at the institution.
• Cathy and Tiphaine come to get Margaux at the institution.
• Margaux immediately recognizes her duck in the breeding centre.
• The parents of Margaux discover the message that she left: "I'll come back right away" 

written with seeds pasted on cardboard.
• Margaux, alone in the small boat, goes adrift.
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• Cathy and Margaux lose the duck en route.
• On the barge, Margaux tells Cathy she has never been in the sand before.
• Police awaken the fisherman who helped the girls.

• Cathy and Margaux wake up but the barge went off during the night.
• When the boatman is about to call the police, Margaux lets herself fall into the water.
• Cathy and Margaux find the duck.
• The fisherman refuses to lend his phone to Cathy's father.
• Margaux is furious that Cathy has phoned to reassure their parents.
• When Margaux gets on the bus, Cathy is already in.
• At the last minute, the policeman decided not to intervene, and the boat turns around.
• Cathy and Margaux escort the duck in the water so that it gets used to its new environment.
• Parents observe their daughters from the hut.
• The duck gets away from the girls.
• Cathy and Margaux hug each other.

A few words to help the participants define what they felt could be:

• Joy
• Surprise
• A desire to laugh
• A desire to smile
• Jubilation
• Sadness
• Fear
• Revolt
• Disgust
• Disappointment
• Compassion
• Annoyance
• Relief
• Worry
• ---
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Reviews

  Without doubt all the scenes of the film do not provoke the same emotion in all viewers. 
Emotions imply identification with certain characters, and not with others, which is very 
personal. For example, it is understandable that the parents are worried when their daughters 
have run away, but that does not prevent us from laughing to see them stunned at the police's 
lack of action. (In a dramatic film where we do not know what happened to Margaux and Cathy, 
we would probably be revolted by the same attitude of the police ...)

  The scenes of humor are often lived differently according to whether one is spectator or 
"victim" and according to whether one measures or not a possible gravity of the event.

For example, When Margaux falls into the bathtub when she tries to recover the duckling who 
does not know how to float, it's rather funny, because there is little risk that Margaux could 
drown, even though it may not be very funny for her to find herself fully dressed in the water.

But maybe some viewers, sensitive to the difficulties she has with her illness, will not laugh so 
frankly thinking that she's going to have a hard time getting out of the tub alone ... (and if she 
asks her mother for help, this one will inevitably discover the presence of the duck!) On the 
other hand, when Margaux falls into the canal, to prevent the boatman from calling the police, 
no one, no doubt, wants to laugh, because she could drown. On the contrary, one can be very 
touched by the will she has to go until the end.
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6. Disobeying?

In Les oiseaux de passage (Birds of passage), the two little girls will disobey their parents... 
Yet, most viewers would certainly give them credit: they want their duck to be released into the 
wild in an environment that suits them. But then, does that mean there are situations where 
disobeying is a good option?

Objectives

-  Expressing your thoughts, questions 
-  Confronting others' ideas
-  Practicing dialogue

Procedure

Cathy is a little girl who could be called wise: she is not turbulent or impertinent. She obeys 
her parents ... up to a point. Indeed, she will disobey several times: do you remember which?

 Mention may be made, for example, of these moments:

• After her birthday, she leaves home to bring the duck to Margaux, without warning her mom
who left to go jogging. Then, when Margaux's mother explains to her that "it is for her good"
Cathy promises never to leave without letting them know ...

• When Margaux's dad asks her to lie to his daughter, about the fate of the duck in breeding,
she does not do it.

• She does not go to school where her mother drops her, she goes to look for Tiphaine at her
work to go to the institution where Margaux is.

• With Tiphaine, she takes Margaux out without telling the staff of the center.
• When she calls her mother to reassure her, she cuts off the conversation and does not tell her

where she is.

• Do you think she is right to disobey?
• What "serious reasons" does she have to disobey? And what are the reasons of her 

parents forbidding her certain things?

This discussion can be extended into a philosophical dialogue where children will be asked to 
reflect on the following question:
• Should we always obey our parents?
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Here are some guidelines that can be followed to conduct this kind of dialogue:

 The teacher introduces the activity:

One favors a specific arrangement, for example, sitting on the ground, in a circle:

A speech stick is used: each participant must ask for the stick to have the floor; one speaks 
only when one has the stick of speech:

 -  We listen to the speaker;
 -  One does not mock;
 -  We do not have to talk.
 - The duration of the discussion is limited to 20 or 30 minutes.
 - The teacher may rephrase some things or ask if a participant can rephrase what was 

 said.

 He/she may ask for examples. He/she can solicit opinions (do you agree with ...).
  He/she can synthesize the discussion.         

Extension:  why is it forbidden?

To disobey is transgressing a prohibition. For example, for a child, leaving the house alone 
without telling the parents. But the prohibitions may sometimes seem arbitrary to children.
Why can't I leave the house alone without telling my parents?

Invite the participants to discuss this question: Why is it forbidden?

- What is prohibited to the children?
- Does this prohibition apply to all or only certain children? Does it depend on the age of 

the child or the "flexibility" of the parents?
- What are the reasons for these prohibitions?
- Do these reasons seem to be valid for the children?
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7. Expressing one's feelings

    In the movie, the lack of dialogue between parents and children is causing quite a lot of 
problems...  Obviously, it's not always easy to say what's in your heart. We sometimes prefer to 
give signs, which are not always perceived or well interpreted ...
    In cinema, the viewers have precisely the role of watching and interpreting, since they 
do not play a part in the story that unfolds before their eyes.

Objectives

-  Interpreting signs, implicit elements of the film
-  Train viewers skills

Procedure

 Introduce the activity to participants with an introduction such as:
 If the children and adults of the movie had spoken more, probably there would have been no   
 story...  If there had been a dialogue about what to do with the duck, if Margaux had said that 
 she did not want to go to this institution ... But it's not always easy to tell the truth to your 
 parents, maybe because you're afraid of hurting them.
 So we find other ways of expressing ourselves, but they are not always well understood ... 

    What about you? Have you understood certain feelings of Cathy or Margaux, feelings   
    that they do not always say with words, but express otherwise?

 If the participants find it difficult, the following scenes and questions can be presented:

• At the very beginning of the film, Cathy is awakened by the noise her father makes, 
then she hears him approaching; she quickly goes back to bed and pretends to 
sleep ...
In your opinion, why does Cathy pretend to sleep? What kind of relationship does she 
have with her father? Are there any other signs that follow the same direction?
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• After the mishap of Margaux fallong in the bathtub, she tells Cathy she is tired ... 
In your opinion, why does Margaux say she's tired? What could she be tired of?

• When Margaux and Cathy get up on the barge and lie on the pile of sand to spend 
the night, Margaux says that she has never touched sand in her life ...
How is it that a 10-year-old girl has never been in the sand? Do you remember the 
explanation (*1) Margaux gave Cathy? What do you think it means?

• When the boatman pretends to call the police, Margaux falls into the water ... Why 
do you think Margaux lets herself fall into the water? It is quite dangerous; why such a 
risk? What does it mean?

• Cathy calls her mother from a telephone booth, but Margaux gets angry because 
they are going to be found by the police. The two girls quarrel and Margaux gives 
the finger to Cathy.
Do you remember what happens in this scene(*2)? Why is Margaux angry? What does 
this finger mean to Cathy?

• When Cathy and Margaux are lying in the grass on the island of ducks, they imagine
how it would be if they were birds: "it would be simpler, we could go where we want,
when we want".
In your opinion, what is difficult in the life of Cathy and Margaux?

(*1) When Cathy asks Margaux why she has never been in the sand, since it is not dangerous 
for her, Margaux imitates her parents who say "Margaux must be careful"...

(*2) Cathy called her mother to reassure her, but Margaux understands that they will   be 
located quickly by this call from a cabin. Cathy thinks that it is no use to continue, that the 
police will arrive quickly. She wants to prevent Margaux from moving and tells her that 
anyway, with her wheelchair, they will soon be caught.
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