Nearly everywhere you go you will see them. In the grocery store,
parking lot, in your backyard, and at every Great Park Pursuit Site.
What are we talking about? Birds! Birds are everywhere and come in all
shapes, colors, sizes and kinds. Come learn how to identify birds!
Materials Needed:
• binoculars... try making toilet paper binoculars (another GPP activity) (optional)
• Bird Life List (another GPP activity) (optional)
• Bird Identification Guides (optional)
• patience!
Identifying birds is not nearly as complicated as it sounds. In fact, by looking at a few key
features, you will likely be pretty good at identifying some of Nebraska’s most common birds!
When you see a bird, take note of the following things:
Size
Is the bird tiny like a hummingbird or maybe a nuthatch? Is it giant
like a Great Blue Heron or Sandhill Crane? In general, birders often
describe a bird’s size in three ways:
• Is it smaller than a robin?
• Is its size between a robin and a crow?
• Or, is it larger than a crow?
Determining the size will immediately tell you if you
are looking at a small songbird or a large raptor. Even
if it is really sunny and you can not determine the
colors of the bird, you will be able to tell the size.
Shape
Think about an owl. When sitting on a branch, they are often very
rounded and almost squat in shape. A seagull
which can be about the same size is shaped
much differently. Seagulls are sleek and have a
long beak and tail. Or, think about a goose. They
have a large breast and rump and a long neck.
The shape of the bird will also give you a good
start to identification.

Range
Unless you are at a zoo, you will not find a flamingo in Nebraska.
Their range is south of here. On the other hand, it is rare to find
a Snowy Owl in Nebraska because their range is north of here.
Realize that not all birds are found in the same place.
And, some birds are found in Nebraska only during
the summer (or only during the winter). Other birds
are here only during spring and fall migration. And,
still other birds are here year round. A good bird
identification book often has range maps. Be sure
to check these range maps out and determine if it is
possible for this bird to be in Nebraska!
Habitat
Some birds can be found in nearly any habitat. For example, a crow can be found in the city,
forest, farm or even wetland. A robin is another good example. You have likely seen a robin
in the city, forest, farm, or even a prairie. Other birds are very specific in where they will live.
A Greater Prairie Chicken will only live in prairies... huge stretches
of prairie. Or, a Great Blue Heron will only live in a wetland. So,
be mindful of where you are and if it is even possible to see a
specific bird where you are! If you are in the middle of the city, you
might see a wild turkey, but not a prairie chicken. If you are in a
wetland, you might see a Red-winged Blackbird, but probably not
a Dickcissel.
Markings
These are the things that are specific to each species of birds. Do
they have a crest on the top of their head (Northern
Cardinal) or do they have a black patch on their head
(Black-capped Chickadee)? Do they have a ring of
dark feathers around their neck (Killdeer) or do they
have bright yellow legs (Lesser Yellow-legs)? Do they
have a bright color on their tail, wing, head, or breast?
Do they have an unusual colored beak... yellow, black,
orange, white or even red? Do they have a
white ring around their eye? Do they have
a stripe on their head or wing? Take note
of all these markings that catch your eye...
these will often be the key to determining
what species it is!

Lark Sparrow

Chondestes grammacus
61/2 “
statewide; summer

Pine Siskin

Carduelis pinus
5”
Pine Ridge, year-round;
statewide, summer

Red Crossbill

Loxia curviostra
61/4”
western Nebraska; year-round

House Wren

Troglodytes aedon
43/4”
statewide; summer

Downy Woodpecker
Picoides pubescens
6”
statewide; year-round

BLue Jay

Cyanocitta cristata
11”
statewide; year-round

Dark-eyed Junco

Junco hyemalis
61/4”
statewide, winter; exterme
western Nebraska, year-round

Black-capped Chickadee
Poecile atricapilla
5”
statewide; year-round

American Goldfinch
Carduelis tristis
5”
statewide; year-round

American Robin

Turdus migratorius
10”
statewide; year-round

White-breasted Nuthatch

Common Grackle

Northern Cardinal

Red-headed Woodpecker

Sitta carolinensis
53/4”
statewide; year-round

Cardinalis cardinalis
83/4”
central & eastern Nebraksa;
year-round

House Finch

Carpodacus mexicanus
5”
statewide; year-round

Quiscalus quiscalua
121/2”
eastern Nebraska, year-round;
statewide, summer

Melanerpes erythrocephalus
9”
eastern Nebraska, year-round;
statewide, summer

Tufted Titmouse

Baeolpphus bicolor
6”
eastern Nebraska; year-round

