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Introduction
You walk into a coffee shop. It’s about half filled,
mostly with college-age people. The barista is talking
loudly on the phone as he prepares an espresso for a
mother of two. Behind them in line is an older man
carrying his Jack Russell terrier. The terrier is looking
at you imploringly. Seated unobtrusively in the rear
of the café, removed from all social interaction and as
far away from the rasping of the espresso machine as
possible, is someone facing away from you. As soon as
you walk in the door, with only a cursory glance, you
know this is your best friend, Holly.
You can’t even see the face, yet you know it’s her. How
can you be sure this person is Holly? How did you even
spot her there in the first place? It’s a pretty impressive
feat you’ve just performed, actually, considering all
the distractions. There’s the murmur and bustling
of the patrons, the loud barista fluttering about, the
cute Jack Russell, a bevy of attractive college students,
and a raucous espresso machine, all demanding your
attention. Yet you noticed and identified Holly right
away.
Maybe you spotted Holly because that is where
Holly always sits. But that alone would not confirm
her identity. The fact that a person is sitting there does
not mean that person is Holly, after all. Maybe it’s
Wednesday afternoon and you know that Holly always
spends Wednesday afternoons at this coffee shop. But
there are probably other people who do, too. You know
it’s Holly based on this information about her habits,
combined with a few telltale field marks. These might
include the color of her hair, the favorite sweater she
is wearing, the red headphones, or her signature black
handbag. But there are yet more subtle characters
you process. You know Holly so well that without
even realizing it, you recognize the angle at which she
holds her head as she reads, the way her foot dangles
loosely when her leg rests on her knee, and the general
shape she takes while seated. All of these things taken
together equal Holly—and you are an expert on her.
This process is what expert birders go through each
time they identify a bird. It happens hundreds or even
thousands of times a day during a birding outing,
though most of it is subconscious. When they see a
soaring Red-tailed Hawk and identify it with the naked
eye, they can do so partly because they know there is
often a Red-tailed Hawk in that spot, partly because it’s
moving like one, and partly because it just looks like
one. Combine these factors in a split second (habits,

movement, appearance), and you have reached an
identification. When “good birders” do this, people
marvel at their skill. But in reality we all do this, all the
time. It’s the same way you recognized Holly. And the
way you recognize your cousin as she walks toward you
on a beach, even three-quarters of a mile away. And it’s
the same way that after just the first few notes of your
favorite song, you recognize it instantly. Because you
know it—you know it really well. Here we hope to teach
you to learn to recognize birds in this way, and take
your birding to the next level.

Purpose of This Book
Our primary goal for this book is to help you develop a
solid foundation for building your field skills. We will
hit on the typical field marks but will also steer you
toward behavioral cues and hints on habitat, which,
combined with the natural history and taxonomic
notes, will provide a broader way in which to view birds.
In the process of examining the twenty-four groups
treated herein, you will lay strong structural support
for your birding; you will take a more ground-up and
wide-angle approach to it. By providing information
about a bird’s habits, we hope to offer you a better
chance of encountering sought-after species, but more
importantly a better chance of knowing a species, as
we’ve described above. Woven into each chapter are
lessons that will help organize your thinking about a
group of species, which in turn we hope will lead you
to become more adept at finding, identifying, and
knowing what you see in the field.

How to Use This Book
Despite how it may appear, the selection of groups
treated in these chapters was not arbitrary, though it
certainly was subjective. We chose groups from the
continental United States and Canada (the American
Birding Association Area, hereafter “the ABA Area”)
that fit one of three criteria: (1) we thought the group
represented a good opportunity to build core birding
skills, (2) we thought the group could use a refreshed
treatment, or (3) we thought the group was interesting
and we wanted to present it using this format.
Each chapter begins with brief bits of information
on the approximate age at which the species treated
make their first breeding attempts, what their breeding
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strategies are, and how long they may live. This is
meant to give you a sense of the scope of a bird’s life;
the lifespan is usually the number of years a long-lived
bird in this group might live, but many individuals live
much shorter lives. This information is followed by an
essay that provides background context for the group
treated, including a brief discussion of its natural
history, taxonomy, and identification problems. The
Focus on section contains a short list of things to
focus your attention on when learning the species in
a group, or when seeing them in the field. Hints and
Considerations provides brief contextual information
on potentially confusing species, general range and
distribution, useful notes on seasonality, and ID tricks
specific to that group. The Identification section
begins with an overview of the plumages associated
with the group and its members. This often involves
a rudimentary discussion of molt strategy, age, and
plumage progression. Following this overview are the
species accounts, which typically begin with a broad
outline of the species and then become progressively
more specific about how to distinguish a particular
species. After the accounts, in some cases, are short
summaries of rare vagrant species within the group
that have appeared in the ABA Area. Also evident in
most chapters are shaded text boxes containing either
a “Taxonomic Note” or “Natural History Note.” Both
of these are meant to add more information about
a bird’s or a group’s identity, useful in the context of
identification. Chapters end with a list of the references
cited in the text.

Wide-Angle Birding:
Be the Bird, See the Bird
There’s a Japanese proverb that says, “Don’t study
something. Get used to it.”1 And so it is with any subject
in which you hope to achieve expertise. To study is to
begin down the path toward expertise, and having
some structure and focus for your study is important.
Armchair study is helpful preparation, but you must
combine it with field experience in order to achieve
expertise. The proverb indicates that the best way to
really become expert about something is simply to be
around it, and be mindful of it. Certainly this is true
of birds. And it is wise to vary your approach between
focusing on feather-by-feather details and seeing a
more holistic picture.
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Too often, beginning and intermediate birders
focus so closely and intensely on a bird or group of
birds that they actually narrow their view too much.
More advanced birders make use of what they call
GISS, which is an acronym for general impression,
size, and shape. Both a strength and weakness of the
modern field guide are the arrows highlighting salient
field marks. These are, of course, helpful handles for
birders, but these signature field characters can also
act as a crutch, limiting any expanded understanding
of the bird. You learn more when you can also zoom
out and see the big picture—see the bird in context.
Sometimes you have to lower your binoculars and step
away from the scope, look at your surroundings and
the habitat the bird is in, consider the conditions, and
use your ears. Relying too much on the view through
your optics can actually hinder your attempts at
identification. It is possible to miss the forest for the
trees in bird identification. A wide-angle approach is
just as important. Identification is very much about
identity, but too often our study of a species ends with
the acquisition of a single signature field mark. A bird’s
appearance is but one part of its identity. Expertise
is gained only by looking at the bird as a whole. And
the whole includes not just a bird’s plumage, shape,
behavior, and flight style but also its habitat, seasonal
habits, range, and natural history. Truly expert birders
know not only what the bird is, but why the bird is.
Anna Botsford Comstock elucidated this well
when she said, “The identification of birds is simply
the alphabet to the real study.” We forget at times
that birds are not just a conglomeration of field
marks: they are creatures with lives, still evolving,
that possess a constellation of instinctual needs and
learned behaviors. Understanding these needs and
the associated behaviors brings a birder up to a higher
level: the next level.
Of course there is no quick way to become an expert,
even with some natural acumen. Becoming great at
bird identification takes dedication and work. The idea
that certain people are naturally gifted is exaggerated.
We birders are like so many other subcultures in that
we have our heroes. We enjoy marveling at the skill
of certain superb field birders, but the truth is these
superbirders didn’t get that good overnight. They
became good because they love studying birds and
dedicate their time to it, and they continue to learn
with open eyes and minds every time they go into the
field. In his book Outliers, Malcolm Gladwell points
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out that real expertise accrues only after approximately
ten thousand hours of study.2 For a beginning or
intermediate birder, this sounds daunting. Ten
thousand hours is a lot of time to devote to anything.
But at the same time, that’s all it takes: an investment
of time, and a focused approach. And in a way,
that’s liberating. Becoming an expert birder is about
dedication, and indeed, if you have read this far, you
likely possess the necessary elements to become one.

What Is a “Good Birder”?
How can someone be good at birding? And what
exactly is a “good birder”? What do people mean
when they say so-and-so is a good birder? What skills
are brought to bear by a good birder, as opposed to
an average birder? First let’s consider exactly what a
birder is.
Generally a birder is someone who enjoys birds.
Designating oneself a birder connotes a certain level
of commitment to the pastime. Some people enjoy
arguing about the differences between “birder” and
“bird-watcher.” It may be that there is no real value
in making a distinction between the two. If we all
like birds, and both are noble pursuits, then what’s
the difference, right? But it is an interesting exercise
to explore the terms and think about how they might
differ in their meaning. One distinction might be that
a birder sounds more active and less passive than a
bird-
watcher. Bird-
watching sounds like something
anyone might do, even while feeding pigeons in a park
or feeding ducks at a suburban pond. Falling into this
same category would be the thousands of people who
enjoy birds at their feeders, content not knowing the
species involved, and happy watching whatever is
there. Bird-watching sounds relaxing and casual.
“Birding” is different. It involves active expectation
about what you might encounter. It involves preparation.
Birders are not always content to see whatever happens
to cross their path; just as often they leave their front
door with a specific agenda. A birder sets goals. For
a bird-watcher it is the act of observation itself that is
rewarding, but for the birder, field time is best rewarded
by the thrill of the hunt and the element of discovery.
Birders go looking for warblers, or they go hawk
watching; they embark on a pelagic trip, or they go on
a rarity chase. They have a sense of what they want to
see, and they also have a sense of what the odds are of
seeing it.

Perhaps the following definitions are suitable for the
two terms:
bird-watcher: someone who enjoys watching birds.
birder: a wild bird enthusiast; someone who actively
pursues an interest in wild birds by studying bird
identification and habits, investing time searching
for specific species, and keeping a record of
sightings over time.
There is an element of fanaticism to birding that
doesn’t exist within the realm of bird-watching. As
noted, both are noble pursuits; there is no intent here
to imply a superiority of one over the other, and surely
there are shades of gray between the two. But let’s try to
clarify the terms and achieve a more precise definition
of the word “birder.”
If we accept the statements above, essentially all
birders are also bird-watchers, yet not all bird-watchers
are birders. To become a good birder, you must also be a
good bird-watcher. Birders enjoy the aesthetics involved
in bird-watching, too, but take it a step further. They
prepare for the field, studying for their next venture
outside, daydreaming about certain species and hoping
for discoveries. Very often keeping a list of species
sighted during your life, during a given year, or within
your yard provides parameters for discoveries. A list of
sightings serves as a sort of diary for a birder. Listing is a
valuable and deeply engrained aspect of birding.
So, returning to the question of what makes someone
a “good birder” and using the definition above, a good
birder is (a) well versed in the habits, range, seasonal
occurrence, and identification of birds; (b) good at
finding birds; and (c) skilled at recording information
about them.

Becoming a “Good Birder”:
Understanding the Basics
Distribution
The word “distribution” is used to describe the typical
range of a bird: in other words, where and when a
species is expected to occur. The “range maps” in
any field guide give a good general idea about this.
Generally, most birds are resident or migratory. The
degree to which birds migrate varies widely, even
within a species. Some species are more nomadic or
irruptive, moving in patterns that are less predictable
than typical annual migrations.
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Climate and geography act in concert to produce
what we call “bioregions.” Understanding the general
distribution of these regions is helpful for birders, as
many species (and subspecies) separate along these
lines. As we examine the North American continent,
discrete bioregions are visible: mountains, forest types,
grasslands, deserts, wetlands, and other areas as well.
Many bird ranges adhere closely to these biogeographic
boundaries.
Using chickadees in the East as an example, Boreal
Chickadees are birds of northern coniferous forests,
while Carolina Chickadees are birds of the eastern
deciduous/pine-oak forests of the Southeast. Black-
capped Chickadees are birds mostly of the northern
hardwoods, but they overlap in places with both of the
other species. Mostly, these birds replace each other
within a given bioregion, with just one species likely
across vast expanses of the continent. Similar patterns
hold true for other species groups like Mallard and
Monochromatic “Mallards,” in which the more closely
related Mottled, Mexican, and American Black ducks
overlap little, essentially replacing one another, while
the more generalist (and less closely related) Mallard
overlaps to some extent with all. In some cases, the
ranges of related species fit together like puzzle pieces,
but in others they overlap, and then segregate by
ecological niche or habitat preferences.
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Elevation often influences the extent of a species’
range. Many birds are dependent on plants and insects,
and factors affecting plant growth and composition as
well as food availability and abundance also affect bird
distribution. Temperature is one such factor; as you
climb in elevation and it becomes cooler, the vegetation
changes, and with it, bird species composition. The
breeding ranges of some Arctic or boreal species
extend south into higher elevations of the Rockies or
Appalachians, where alpine tundra provides habitat
similar to that found in the Arctic. Look at any range
map of the American Pipit as an example.
Compared with the Appalachians, the geologically
young Rocky Mountains are taller and more dramatic
in their topography, offering a wider range of habitats.
From scrubby foothills to aspen and ponderosa
pine forests to timberline and alpine tundra, species
composition changes according to the habitat within
each elevational band. In the eastern United States, some
species favor the Appalachian ridges, others the foothills
and piedmont below, and others the coastal plain; some
do not occur away from the immediate coast (sea level).
Related species often separate along elevational bands,
so that one species is present at lower elevation but is
replaced by another at higher elevation. Mountains, just
like deserts, treeless plains, and large water bodies, act as
barriers for separating and isolating species.

Distribution plays a key role in identification. Many species, such as the chickadees, have ranges that overlap only slightly
with each other, with broad expanses of the continent having only a single chickadee species. Knowing which chickadee, or
chickadees, occur in your region can greatly speed identification, especially if only one species is likely. Boreal Chickadee, AK,
May (BLS).
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