
 

 
More Common Backyard Birds 

Identification Tips 
In Part I, several attributes were mentioned 
as note-worthy in identifying birds, such as 
size, color, plumage patterns, bill size and 
shape, behavior, social habits, and food.  

 

 

Male vs. Female Plumage 
Sex differences sometimes make 
identification challenging. However, you 
have likely learned that the male Northern 
Cardinal is red while the female is brownish.   
Males typically have the more colorful 
plumage while many females are brownish. 

 

The male Purple Finch is actually raspberry red 
and more commonly heard than seen! Females and 
immatures are brown with markings. Google 
“Ebird Purple Finch” and hit “listen” to hear their 
songs. The Purple Finch eats buds, seeds, and 
flowers of deciduous trees; insects and caterpillars 
in summer; also seeds and berries. 
Lifespan unknown; Weight 11/16 – 1 1/16 oz. Length 4 ¾ - 6” 
 

Breeding vs. Non-breeding Plumage  
Breeding males are typically more colorful to 
attract females. Immatures and females are 
generally drabber. The American Goldfinch 
is a good example with the breeding male 
being bright yellow with a black forehead.  
 

 

 

Additional Resources 
Correct bird ID can be tricky. More 
information can be found in a field guide, 
such as David Bird’s Birds of Canada, or 
online using ebird.org, allaboutbirds.org or 
Merlin Bird ID app from The Cornell Lab of 
Ornithology.  

 

This is a bird with bumblebee coloring! The 
breeding male American Goldfinch is bright yellow 
with black on the forehead, black tail, and white 
bar on black wings. The bill is short and conical. It 
feeds mainly on seeds from annual plants, birch, 
and alder; some insects; prefers sunflower and 
thistle seeds at feeders.  
Lifespan up to 11 years. Weight 3/8 – 11/16 oz. Length 4 ½ - 5” 
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Sources:  Written permission generously provided by David M. Bird, Ph.D., Consultant Editor, and DK Publishing for inclusion of information from 
Birds of Canada, 2nd Edition. Photos courtesy of NSBS Members.        NSBS April 2021 

 

 

 Dark-eyed Junco  
You will likely spot the Dark-eyed Junco feeding on 
the ground underneath your feeders. It sports a 
slate-grey head, throat, and upper body with a 
white belly. Juncos tend to show up at feeders 
during snow storms so earned the nickname 
“snowbird.” Sixteen subspecies have been described 
and we tend to get the slate-colored populations. 
They form flocks in winter with sparrows and other 
birds. They consume insects, seeds and berries. 
Lifespan up to 11 years. Weight 5/8 – 1 1/16 oz. Length 6 – 6 3/4”  

Red-breasted Nuthatch  
This curious little blue-grey bird with rusty 

underparts has a bold black and white head pattern 
with a distinctive black eyestripe. It may be 

inquisitive enough to feed from your hand! The 
Nuthatch has the unusual ability to descend 

branches head-first. Their call is a one-note tooting 
sound rather like a horn. It probes bark for grubs, 

eats insect larvae found on conifer needles and 
consumes seeds in winter.   

Lifespan up to 7 years. Weight 3/8 – 7/16 oz. Length 4 1/4” 

 

 

 

  

 White-throated Sparrow  
This is a little brown bird with a fairly long tail and 
a distinctive white throat patch. The head of the 
male has bold black and white stripes and a touch 
of yellow. Upperparts are bright reddish-brown; 
underparts are gray. The White-throated Sparrow 
sings all year round and some people think its song 
sounds like Oh sweet Canada Canada Canada. It 
mainly forages on the ground for seeds, fruit, 
insects, buds, and various grasses.      
Lifespan up to 10 years. Weight 11/16 – 1 ¼ oz. Length 6 ½ - 7 1/2” 

Hairy Woodpecker 
 You may hear a rather loud long series of 

taps before you see the Hairy Woodpecker.  
It is larger than the Downy and has a longer 

and thicker bill. The male has a red patch 
on the back of its head. The Hairy has a 

black tail with white outer feathers and no 
spots, unlike the Downy. They eat mainly 

insects and larvae, also nuts and seeds. 
Lifespan at least 16 years. Weight 2 1/2 oz. Length 9 – 9 1/2” 
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