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Wednesday, October 14, 2015 

 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Good afternoon everyone and welcome to this month’s Wildlife Center Classroom Series! 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
 
Comment From Dave in Missouri  
Welcome class! 
 
Comment From Carol in Oregon  
Hello class. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
If you attended last month’s class, you will remember that Raina talked all about migration.  
 
As you might remember from the class or may already know, songbirds and raptors (birds of prey-
eagles, hawks, owls, falcons, and vultures) will migrate and many species are currently in route to their 
winter ranges. 
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Comment From MH in SC  
Hey Chapin....whew. I made it in time. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
These migration times are great opportunities for birders to see a wide array of species and even get the 
chance to see some less common birds or ones not native to their areas.  
 
Bird watching is a great hobby and can be done anywhere that there are birds. 
  

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Seeing these mass migration events are REALLY cool to experience, and it can be especially exciting 
when you spot a raptor. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
On top of seeing a magnificent bird of prey, it’s even better when you know the types and species of 
raptors you are viewing. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
So I figured since our raptor friends are on the move, it would be helpful for some of you birders 
(fledgling or seasoned viewer) to get some helpful/basic tips how to identify a number of species. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
So let’s get started! [FYI I am going to move fairly quickly since I have a lot of information to cram in just 
a little bit of time.] 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Identifying raptors can be challenging—even for the most experienced of birders. Many of these birds 
have similar appearances and can be found in the same areas. It can be a bit overwhelming to know 
where to even start! 
  

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
There are four basic keys to visually identifying a raptor. Any ideas what those keys could be? 
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Comment From MH in SC  
Wing shape when flying I think is one 
 
Comment From Candice VaBch  
Coloring 
 
Comment From Mary E in NC  
Size, way they use their wings, color, shape 
 
Comment From Brenda from Virginia  
Big talons, curved beak 
 
Comment From Sharon in Fl  
Color, wing shape, tail 
 
Comment From Guest  
Feet 
 
Comment From Dave in Missouri  
Formation 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Those are some! 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Shape and size, color pattern, behavior, and habitat! 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Size: How does the bird compare in size to other birds you know or objects nearby? Does it head look 
larger or smaller or in proportion with the size of its body? How long is the tail? Are the wings wide or 
narrow? 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Plumage: What is the overall color on the bird’s back and belly? Are there stripes or bands or spots on 
the chest, wings, face, or tail? Are the markings thick or thin? 
 
Comment From MH in SC  
how they fly. I mean some flap constantly, and others rest and float? 
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Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Yes! 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Behavior: How is it flying? Is it vocal? If so, what does it sound like? Are there others of the same bird 
close by? 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Habitat: Forest or city? Cliffs or plains? 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
As you can see, there are lots of things to think about. When identifying a bird, you may not need to see 
or think about all these, but it is good to have in the back of your head if you get stumped. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Ok now that we know what to be looking for, let’s start applying them to the five different types of 
raptors [vultures, owls, falcons, eagles, and hawks]. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
We’ll start with the vultures since they are pretty distinguishable from the other raptors because of their 
bald head. We have two species of vultures here in Virginia. What are they? 
 
Comment From Brenda from Virginia  
Black and turkey 
 
Comment From MH in SC  
black and turkey 
 
Comment From Guest  
Turkey and Black 
 
Comment From CarolinaGirl  
Black and Turkey 
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Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
That’s right! The Black Vulture ... 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
 
Comment From CarolinaGirl  
Buttercup!! 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
and the Turkey Vulture! 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
https://www.audubon.org/field-guide/bird/turkey-vulture 
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Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Let’s compare the Black Vulture and the Turkey Vulture. People often confuse the two species, but once 
you know what to look for, it become crystal clear which species is which. 
  

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
The first thing I notice is of course the bare head and its color. If we look at their heads, an adult Black 
Vulture will have a black head and a Turkey Vulture will have a red head. 
  

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Looking at the plumage, the Black Vulture has … you guessed it—black feathers. The Turkey Vulture has 
more brown to dark brown feathers. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
http://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Turkey_Vulture/id 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
When they are chicks, the Black Vulture has cream colored down and the Turkey Vulture chick has white 
down. 
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Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
Black Vulture chicks 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
Turkey Vulture Chick http://theraptorcenternews.blogspot.com/2012/05/baby-raptor-species-is-turkey-
vulture.html 
  

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
If we look at the wings, the Black Vulture will have white patches underneath just at the tips and the 
Turkey Vulture will have mostly white underneath. 
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Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
https://arizonadailyindependent.com/2014/09/07/vultures-the-clean-up-crew-2/ 
 
Comment From Peggy from Pungo(VA Beach)  
TV chicks are very cute 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
They are! 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
The beaks are also pretty different—especially the nares [nostrils]. The beak of the Black Vulture is 
black, long, and thin. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
 
 
  

https://arizonadailyindependent.com/2014/09/07/vultures-the-clean-up-crew-2/
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Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
The Turkey Vulture beak is red with a bright white or cream tip and the nares are huge! So big that you 
can see right through them! 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
http://threestarowl.com/art/the-pervious-nostril-why-vultures-dont-need-kleenex 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
All the better to smell with! 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Lastly, Black Vultures are more social than Turkey Vultures. You will see groups up to a hundred Black 
Vultures while Turkey Vultures usually are usually solitary or just have one or two individuals in a group. 
 
Comment From MH in SC  
Ugly...(sorry) 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Ha! Well I'm sure vultures don't think we are the most attractive of creatures. We don't have beautiful 
feathers and eat weird things. ;) 
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Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
So if you see a bald head, the easiest way to tell which species is which is the color. Juvenile Turkey 
Vultures won't have a red head, but the head is shaped differently from a Black Vulture and they will 
have the two toned coloring underneath. 
 
Comment From MH in SC  
Well I meant the TV cute as chicks but not so when mature. Lol 
 
Comment From PSASN in NC  
We saw some vultures, maybe six or seven, sharing a dead groundhog in town about a year ago. 
 
Comment From Peggy from Pungo(VA Beach)  
Don't be so sure about the not eating weird things, Chapin LOL 
 
Comment From katiesmom  
We also don't tinkle down our legs to wash either! 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Very true.... or at least I hope people don't. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Alright that’s vultures. Those two are pretty easy, right? Let’s move on to owls. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Owls can be pretty easy to tell apart from the other raptors. Owls have a rounded, stocky build in 
comparison to other raptors—most noticeably the head. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Their faces also have a dish/disc/flat-like appearance which helps them funnel sounds to their ears. Even 
their beaks are hooked downward so as not to distort the sound waves. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
The behavior is also pretty telling. Owls are either crepuscular [active at dawn and dusk] or nocturnal. 
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Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Rarely will you see an owl actively hunting and flying around during the day. There are exceptions like 
the Great Horned Owl or Short-eared Owl, which have been observed hunting in broad daylight, but 
usually they hunt with limited light. 
 
Comment From MH in SC  
Do owls migrate during the day? I only hear them at night in the woods behind my house. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Owls don't migrate actually. Very rarely will they leave their territories. 
 
Comment From PSASN in NC  
We hear Screech owls during the day here. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Yes, but do you see them out and about? 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Most likely no. 
  

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
And even if you are having a hard time telling if it is an owl by its shape or behavior, try looking at the 
feet. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
While there are raptors that have feathers all the way down their legs, owls are the only raptor that has 
feathers on their feet. 
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Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
Feathered toes! 
  

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Even as chicks they have feathered toes. So if there are feathers on the toes, it’s an owl. End of story. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Ok you are looking at a bird. Its overall appearance is round [even the wings], it has a dish-shaped face, 
it’s in the evening, and you are close enough to see that there are feathers on the feet. So you know it’s 
an owl, but what kind? 
  

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
There are 20 species of owls in the United States, but in Virginia we can see seven native species. 
  

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
They are the Great Horned Owl, Long- eared Owl, Short-eared Owl, Barred Owl, Barn Owl, Eastern-
screech Owl, and Northern Saw-whet Owl [We sometimes see the Snowy Owl, but they are not 
considered native to Virginia]. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
We can then divide the seven species into tufted and non-tufted. The Great Horned Owl, Short-eared 
Owl, Long-eared Owl, and Eastern-screech Owl all have ear tuffs while the Barred Owl, Barn Owl, and 
Northern Saw-whet Owl do not. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Sometimes the tufted owls will have their tufts relaxed and down or may be barely visible as in the 
Short-eared Owl. But there are other ways that distinguish between species. 
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Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Let’s start with the little owls. Eastern Screech-Owls and Northern Saw-whet Owls are very small. The 
Northern Saw-whet Owl is only 115 to 170 grams, seven to eight inches tall and has a wing-span of 17-
21 inches. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
Northern Saw-Whet Owl 
 
Comment From Peggy from Pungo(VA Beach)  
Very cute 
 
Comment From Lynette (VA)  
Ahhh I'm in love 
 
Comment From stpetejane  
My, my, Saw Whet, what big eyes you have! 
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Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
Eastern Screech-Owl 
 
Comment From Dave in Missouri  
Awesome! 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
The Eastern Screech-Owl isn’t much bigger and is 140 to 225 grams, seven to nine inches tall, and its 
wings are 18-24 inches from tip to tip. 
  

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
When comparing the two species, the Northern Saw-whet owl has a very large, rounded head [often 
with a lot of white around the eyes] with thick brown streaks on the belly and sporadic white spots on 
its back. 
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Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
 
Comment From Dave in Missouri  
Awe! cool! 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
As a juvenile, they have a very dark head with buffy brown, orange underparts. 
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Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
http://www.owlpages.com/image.php?image=species-Aegolius-acadicus-9 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Eastern-Screech Owls can be either red or grey or brown, but they all have heavy barring on the 
underparts and are heavily patterned with complex bands and spots that give them great camouflage. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
Red morph/phase 
 
 
 
 



Wildlife Center Classroom Series: Basics of Raptor Identification Page 17 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
Grey morph/phase 
 
Comment From Brenda from Virginia  
Pignoli! 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
Brown morph/phase PHOTO CREDIT: GARY TOGNONI 
 
Comment From PSASN in NC  
The Screech Owl from our local museum eats about 25-30 g mice/chicks per day ... 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
That's what ours eat too :) 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Juveniles look fairly similar to the adults, but are more finely barred. 
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Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
Juvenile Eastern Screech-Owls 
 
Comment From Cathy in Poquoson  
Barred? 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Bars/ stripes 
 
Comment From billh  
The NSW owl wears its heart on its face 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Yes! They sort of remind me of the red monster from Looney Toons.... 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
cinemasiren.com 
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Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Or at least the face shape and eyes. 
 
Comment From Dave in Missouri  
When they are sitting on a branch out in the woods you can miss them really easy, I saw some before 
and you can walk right by them and not even see them! 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Yes, they have excellent camouflage 
 
Comment From Peggy from Pungo(VA Beach)  
Gossamer was its name 
 
Comment From Dave in Missouri  
Lol! 
 
Comment From stpetejane  
I can almost hear Caleb's kids laughing from here! 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Moving up in size we have the Barn Owl, Short-eared Owl, and Barred Owl. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Barn Owls are pretty distinguishable by their heart-shaped face and very prominent, white facial disk 
and large black eyes. 
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Chapin Hardy, WCV 

   
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Even as chicks it is clear that they are a Barn Owl. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
The feathers are tawny-brown with speckles, but can appear all white when seen at night with a 
spotlight. Lastly they have very long legs and slender wings. 
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Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
I love their coloring! 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
The Barn Owl is probably the most well known owl since they are found all around the world. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
So far, so good? 
 
Comment From Brenda from Virginia  
Great so far! 
 
Comment From CarolinaGirl  
:-) 
 
Comment From Peggy from Pungo(VA Beach)  
Great info. Thanks. 
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Comment From MH in SC  
Yes ma'am 
 
Comment From Lynette (Dinwiddie, VA)  
Great 
 
Comment From PSASN in NC  

✔ 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Ok let's look at the Short-Eared Owl 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
The mottled brown colored Short-eared Owl is heavier-bodied and more barrel-chested than the Barn 
Owl and has bright yellow eyes that are surrounded by black feathers. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
http://ibc.lynxeds.com/photo/short-eared-owl-asio-flammeus/short-eared-owl-post 
 
Comment From Dave in Missouri  
Awesome! 
 
Comment From Mardie in Seattle  
So far, I got here! I need to scroll back to see the littler ones. Whooooo is here? I am! 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Their facial disk is outlined usually with white feathers and they have tiny, little tufts right above their 
eyes near the center of their forehead. 
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Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
http://www.startribune.com/short-eared-owls/78984732/ 
  

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
These tufts can be really hard to spot. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
They also have a black crescent mark on the underside of their wings that is about mid-wing and four to 
five black bars on their tail. These owls typically hunt in wide, open spaces and fly very low to the 
ground. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
http://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Short-eared_Owl/id 
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Comment From PSASN in NC  
Could we call them Half-Moon owls? 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
I'm sure you could. 
 
Comment From LMH Hampton  
Thank you for the discussion today! 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Barred Owls are named after their appearance. On their chests, they have both horizontal and vertical 
brown-grey bars [stripes].  
 
They are brown-grey and white mottled on their bodies and the facial disk feathers over the eyes that 
sort of look like eyebrows. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
These birds live in old, mature forests and are probably the most vocal of the owls. Their hooting call is 
immediately recognizable because it sounds like they are saying “Who cooks for you, who cooks for you 
all”. 
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Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
Who cooks for you? 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Ok. The last two, the Great Horned Owl and Long-eared Owl, can be a little tricky. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Both have similar brown, black, and buff colored feathers, have ear tufts, and their facial disks are 
brown-orange in color. 
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Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
Great Horned Owl 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
Long-eared Owl http://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Long-eared_Owl/id 
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Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
They are also pretty close in size [FYI the Great Horned Owl is larger and heavier bodied], hunt in similar 
habitats, and are crepuscular. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
So how do you tell the difference? 
 
Comment From MH in SC  
They look different to me. 
 
Comment From Mary E in NC  
Coloring, length of "horns"or "ears" 
 
Comment From Dave in Missouri  
Shape 
 
Comment From Brenda from Virginia  
G'hos have a rounder face. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Yes, all true. Though seeing them side by side, it's easier to tell the difference. 
 
Comment From PSASN in NC  
Define "crepuscular" for my class, please. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Oh sorry! I thought I had earlier. Crepuscular means active at dawn and dusk :) 
 
Comment From Peggy from Pungo(VA Beach)  
G'hos are stockier 
 
Comment From MH in SC  
Feather patterns are very different 
 
Comment From CarolinaGirl  
Their call? Although, in those pictures they look very different. 
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Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Long-eared Owls actually don't make much of a call, but the way to know immediately which species is 
which is by looking at their faces and throats. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
The Long-eared Owl has a white “X” at the center of its face that is not present in Great Horned Owls. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
"X" marks the Long-earred Owl http://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Long-eared_Owl/id 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Instead Great Horned Owls have a large, white patch [often called a bow tie] at their throat. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Long-eared_Owl/id
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Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
I'm a handsome Great Horned Owl with a bow tie! 
  

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
So if it has an “X” on its face it’s a Long-eared Owl and if it is sporting a bow tie it’s a Great Horned Owl. 
 
Comment From CarolinaGirl  
He is ready for the Gala! 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
So that covers owls, let’s move on to falcons. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Falcons are small to medium in size and their bodies are built for speed so their shape is much more 
streamlined than other raptors. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
They have to be fast to chase after other birds so they have long, pointed wings that appear sickle-like 
when they are extended during flight [Easiest way to tell when at a distance]. 
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Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
floridakeyshawkwatch.wordpress.com 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Falcons also have plumes (look like pantaloons) on their legs and very long toes. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
If you look at their head, many species will have facial stripes or malar stripes [not all- Merlins do not]. 
Their beak is also a bit different. Falcons have a notch in their beak called a tomial tooth. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
If you are very close to the bird or have fantastic binoculars, you can also see a baffle inside the nares. 
Only falcons have baffles in their nares[it helps with continuous airflow during high-speed flights]. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 
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Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
We have three species of Falcon in Virginia, however only two are residents. The three species are the 
American Kestrel, Merlin (non-resident), and Peregrine Falcon. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
The American Kestrel is my favorite bird of prey. These little falcons are about the size and shape of a 
Mourning Dove, but the head is larger, the wings are longer, and the tail is square-tipped. They are also 
extremely colorful! 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
American Kestrels 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Unlike most birds of prey, these little falcons are a burst of color. Both the males and females have two 
black facial stripes that are surrounded by white. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
The top of the head is a grey-blue color and the back is a warm reddish-brown with black edges or spots. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
The males, however, are much more vibrant than the females. The blue color on the head is brighter 
and is also present on the male’s wings. 
 



Wildlife Center Classroom Series: Basics of Raptor Identification Page 32 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
Male (left) and female (right) American Kestrel www.bedfordaudubon.org 
  

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
His tail, while reddish brown like the female, has only one black band at the end of its tail. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
http://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/American_Kestrel/id 
 
Comment From Dave in Missouri  
cool! 
 
Comment From Peggy from Pungo(VA Beach)  
I often see kestrels perched on power lines. 
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Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Females lack the blue on the wings and instead of the reddish-brown color with black on the edges of 
the feathers. Their tail is the same reddish-brown color, but there are multiple bands all the way down. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 

   
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Often you will see these birds on fence posts and power lines that are next to open fields. You may also 
see them hovering over a field like a helicopter or darting after insect prey. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Lastly, when perched they frequently bob their tail. 
  

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Moving up in size, we have the Merlin. 
  

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
You usually see this bird in Virginia when it is migrating to and from its summer and winter ranges. 
These pigeon-sized birds are usually slate-blue/grey (male) or dark brown (female) and have dark 
streaks on their cream colored chest. 
 



Wildlife Center Classroom Series: Basics of Raptor Identification Page 34 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
Male Merlin http://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Merlin/id 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
Juvenile/ female Merlin http://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Merlin/id 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
They also have a white eyebrow over their dark brown eyes. 
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Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
In flight, they use quick wing beats and very rarely glide. Frequently these birds stick to the coastal 
areas, open grasslands, open forest where their bird prey is plentiful. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Recently they are appearing more in urban areas, which is similar to the most famous falcon species … 
 
Comment From Peggy from Pungo(VA Beach)  
The Peregrine! 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
The Peregrine Falcon! 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Yep! 
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Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
Peregrine Falcon 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
The Peregrine Falcon is about the size of a crow and is the world’s fastest animal. These birds can reach 
speeds up to 210 miles per hour during stoop dives and is usually the first species we think of when 
talking about falcons. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Typically you can spot Peregrine Falcons where there are high perches such as cliffs. You can also spot 
them in cities where there are tall skyscrapers or bridges. 
 
As long there are high places to rest and ample supply of birds (pigeons, ducks, and shorebirds), the 
Peregrine Falcon is perching pretty. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Speaking of pretty, these Falcons are definitely that! As juveniles, they are brown and are heavily 
marked with brown vertical streaks on their buff-colored breast. 
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Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
After a year, the brown feathers are molted and dark grey feathers take their place along with horizontal 
bars on their chest and legs. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
 
Comment From Dave in Missouri  
Beautiful! 
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Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
Comment From Peggy from Pungo(VA Beach)  
Maggie! ♥ 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
As adults their legs, feet, and cere are bright yellow, which is a stark contrast from the bluish color 
present when they are juveniles. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Both juveniles and adults have a prominent malar stripe and hood which is one of the most 
distinguishing features of the Peregrine Falcon. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
 
Comment From David in VA  
We all might be a bit biased about PEFA's 



Wildlife Center Classroom Series: Basics of Raptor Identification Page 39 
 

 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
There is definitely no shortage of Peregrine photos here at the Center haha. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Ok so we have covered vultures, owls, and falcons. Let’s do eagles before we get into hawks. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
There are two species of eagle in the United States: the Bald Eagle and the Golden Eagle. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
Bald Eagle http://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Bald_Eagle/id 
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Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
Golden Eagle 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Eagles are one of the largest birds in the United States and the largest raptor found here in Virginia. 
These birds are big [six-foot wingspan and weighing between 4.5-10 pounds in the continental U.S.], 
heavy in build, and a have huge talons and beaks. 
 
Comment From Mary E in NC  
Wasn't Junior a Golden Eagle? 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Yep! That picture I just posted was Junior. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
These birds prey upon fish, mammals, and carrion and you usually see them near bodies of water or in 
the case of the Golden Eagle, near cliffs, mountains, and old forests. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
As the national emblem of the United State, pretty much everyone knows what an adult Bald Eagle 
looks like. They are dark brown with a bright yellow beak and have a white head and tail. 
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Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
They are pretty much the only bird in the U.S. that looks that and is that big. It’s when they are juveniles 
that it can get tricky. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
As juveniles, Bald Eagles don’t have the white head and tail, and their beaks are dark instead of yellow. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
Juvenile Bald Eagle Photo courtesy of Barb Melton 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
It takes until age five to have the fully white head and tail. Often people may mistake a juvenile Bald 
Eagle for a Golden Eagle, but once you know what to look for, you realize they are very different. 
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Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
The Golden Eagle is larger than the Bald Eagle, has a smaller head, and also has golden-brown feathers 
at the crown and nape of the neck. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
 
Comment From Dave in Missouri  
I am lucky to see lots of eagles near here! Very awesome! 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Even juveniles have these golden feathers. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
You can also tell the difference between Golden Eagle juveniles and Bald Eagle juveniles by looking 
underneath the wings and tail.  
 
The Golden Eagle juvenile will have white patches on the underside of the wing towards the flight 
feathers as well as at the base of the tail feathers. 
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Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
Juvenile Golden Eagle http://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Golden_Eagle/id 
  

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Bald Eagles are more mottled underneath. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
Juvenile Bald Eagle http://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Bald_Eagle/id 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Frequently people confuse vultures with eagles when viewed in flight. But remember that eagles have 
large heads while the vulture head is quite small.  
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As adults eagles are dark on the underside of their wings and lack the two-tone coloring seen in Turkey 
Vultures or white undersides to their primary feathers as in Black Vultures. Eagles also don’t wobble in 
flight, have a short blunt tail, or have a “V” shape to their wings. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Phew! That’s a lot of information so far. We have one last group of raptors, and they tend to be the 
most difficult group to identify for many people—the hawks. 
 
Comment From Dave in Missouri  
love hawks! 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
There are seven native species of hawk here in Virginia. They are the Red-tailed Hawk, Red-shouldered 
Hawk, Cooper’s Hawk, Sharp-shinned Hawk, Broad-winged Hawk, Northern Harrier, and Osprey. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
These birds can be difficult to tell apart, especially when these birds are juveniles. I’m going to start with 
the easiest and then get into the ones that are harder to tell apart. 
 
Comment From MH in SC  
I have a pair of RTHA for years behind my house somewhere nesting year after year. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Very cool! 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Since you mentioned Red-tailed Hawks, let's begin with them! 
 
Comment From Peggy from Pungo(VA Beach)  
Red tails are easy to spot 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
The Red-tailed Hawk is the most common hawk in all of North America and the largest hawk species that 
we have in Virginia. 
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Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Their large size [wingspan of four feet, weight of two to four pounds] and their red tail usually make 
them pretty easy to identify. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
They also frequently have a “belly band” of dark splotches. 
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Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
These birds can come in a variety of different morphs too ... 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
the pale morph ... 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
http://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Red-tailed_Hawk/id 
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Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
the dark morph ... 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
http://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Red-tailed_Hawk/id 
  

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
and the rufous morph. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
http://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Red-tailed_Hawk/id 
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Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
these different colors can make it difficult, just look for that red tail. If the bird is under two years old, 
however, they will not have the rust red tail, but instead their tail is brown with black banding. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
Juvenile Red-tailed Hawk http://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Red-tailed_Hawk/id 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
The next hawk species that is pretty easy to identify is the Osprey. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
http://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Osprey/id 

http://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Osprey/id


Wildlife Center Classroom Series: Basics of Raptor Identification Page 49 
 

 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
The “fish hawk” eats almost entirely fish and therefore lives by bodies of water, especially in the coastal 
areas. This hawk is brown and white and has long, narrow wings. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
http://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Osprey/id 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
The head of the osprey is white with a dark stripe that runs through the eye and the beak is sharply 
hooked. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 
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Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
They are also the only large raptor species that has an extensive, unmarked white on the belly. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Their wings are always bent and bowing downward in flight and these birds often hover just before they 
dive into the water to get fish. So to identify this bird, look for the eye stripe, slender build, and white 
belly. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
The last easy hawk species to identify is the Northern Harrier. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 
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Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
The Northern Harrier is a winter resident in Virginia, and they are typically spotted from late September 
to March. While these birds are sometimes spotted in the mountains, more often they are sighted living 
in grassland and marsh habitats. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Unlike other hawk species, this bird has a more “owl-like” face in that it is rounded and has a modified 
facial disk. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
They hunt small mammals and use both their keen eyesight and hearing to find food. Just like the owl’s 
facial disk, the Northern Harrier’s stiff facial feathers help direct sound to its ears. 
 

Comment From MH in SC  
o they have some type of whiskers? 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Nope! No whiskers. They are not far sighted like an owl. Yes they ca see far distances, but they can see 
much better than an owl up close. So they don't need the whiskers. 
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Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Both the males and females [adult and juvenile] have long, slender wings that are held in a v-shape in 
flight, a long tail, long legs, and a white rump patch. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
The adult males will have gray feathers with a whitish belly and black wing tips. 
 
Comment From Peggy from Pungo(VA Beach)  
Male Northern Harriers are beautiful 
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Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
http://ibc.lynxeds.com/photo/hen-harrier-circus-cyaneus/northern-harrier-perched-along-trail 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
The females and juveniles will be brown with streaked bellies and black bands on the tail. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
http://birdsbybaranoff.com/trip_ca_feb_2011/slides/_1SB5883%20northern%20harrier%20female.html 
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Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
http://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Northern_Harrier/id 
  

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
But the easiest way to tell if the bird you are observing is a Northern Harrier is looking at its face shape 
and that white rump spot. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
http://www.jack-n-jill.net/blog/2013/8/northern-harrier 
 
Comment From PSASN in NC  
Is it illegal to pick up a feather and keep it? 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Yes. All native birds are protected by the US Migratory Bird Treaty Act and it states that it is illegal to 
possess these birds or any part of a bird (feathers, eggs, etc) without a permit. 
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Comment From Peggy from Pungo(VA Beach)  
Northern Harrier males are sometimes referred to as the Grey Ghost 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Yes, they are! Great imagery! 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
The next four species of hawk can be really tricky since at one point in their species’ lifespan, they look 
very similar to another species. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
I’ll give you all a few tips/distinguishing features for each, but we frequently use the International 
Wildlife Rehabilitation Council’s raptor identification webpage when we get stuck. 
https://theiwrc.org/raptorID/RaptorID_contents.html 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
What’s really nice is that they have pictures that compare multiple species with one another and it 
makes identifying these birds much easier. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
We’ll ease into these hawks by looking first at the Red-shouldered Hawk. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://theiwrc.org/raptorID/RaptorID_contents.html
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Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
Red-shouldered Hawk 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
These hawks are only about two to three pound and are more of a mid-size hawk. The Red-shouldered 
Hawk lives up to its namesake in that it has red shoulders when it is an adult. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Not only do they have the red shoulders, but they also have orange-red barring on their chest and on 
the underside of their wings. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Their tails will also be banded with three narrow white stripes 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Wildlife Center Classroom Series: Basics of Raptor Identification Page 57 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
https://theiwrc.org/raptorID/comparisons/bwha_rsha.html 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
The juvenile Red-shouldered Hawk has no red shoulders or red breast but instead has brown shoulders 
and the chest is cream with brown spots or streaks. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
The banding on its tail is not bright white but usually a pale grey. 
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Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
https://theiwrc.org/raptorID/comparisons/bwha_rsha.html 
 
Comment From CarolinaGirl  
RSHAs visit our yard often. Man they can make a noise! 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Yes, they are very vocal and make a noise that sounds like "Kee-ya!" 
 
Comment From MH in SC  
Almost looks like a juvie RTHA 
 
Comment From Cathy in Poquoson  
re the red tail hawk: does the same hawk morph into all those colors? 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
They don't really morph into different colors each year. It's more like blondes, brunettes, or red-heads. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Just different color variations :) 
 
Comment From MH in SC  
I always have to get my binocs to be sure which Im looking at 
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Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
While it is easy to tell a juvenile Red-shouldered Hawk from and adult. .. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
... it can be much for difficult to distinguish this species from a Broad-winged Hawk. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
The adult Broad-winged Hawk is stockier and smaller in size in comparison to a Red-shouldered Hawk 
and has only two broad, white bands on its tail. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 
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Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
It also lacks any red coloring. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Juvenile Broad-winged Hawks look similar to the adults, but the chest is splotchier and the tail feathers 
can look differently. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
http://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Broad-winged_Hawk/id 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
When comparing the juveniles of each species, the juvenile Broad-winged Hawk tail feathers can look 
very similar to an adult Broad-winged Hawk’s tail or it can have multiple narrow dark bands. 
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Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
Juvenile tail https://theiwrc.org/raptorID/comparisons/bwha_rsha.html 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
Adult tail 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://theiwrc.org/raptorID/comparisons/bwha_rsha.html
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Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
Also juvenile tail https://theiwrc.org/raptorID/comparisons/bwha_rsha.html 
 
Comment From Dave in Missouri  
Awesome! 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
There are a few other tiny differences that I could go into but for the sake of time, the best way to tell 
the difference between the two species is their size and build. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Here is a link that compares the two species side by side and you can see how close they resemble each 
other. https://theiwrc.org/raptorID/comparisons/bwha_rsha.html 
 
Comment From Cathy in Poquoson   
Thank You 
 
Comment From Peggy from Pungo(VA Beach)   
Great link, Chapin. Thanks for posting/ 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Alright! We are on our last two hawk species! The Sharp-shinned Hawk and the Cooper’s Hawk. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
The Sharp-shinned Hawk is the smallest species of hawk in North America and is about the size of a Blue 
Jay. 
 
 

https://theiwrc.org/raptorID/comparisons/bwha_rsha.html
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Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
https://theiwrc.org/raptorID/comparisons/ssha_coha.html 
  

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
As adults they are blue-grey with a rusty streaked underbelly, a red eye [true accipiter’s have red eyes as 
adults], and a square tail. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
Adult Sharp-shinned Hawk https://pfollansbee.wordpress.com/2009/12/08/i-forgot-birds-not-wood/ 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
The juveniles are brown with brown streaks on their chest and have a yellow eye instead of a red eye. 
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Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
Juvenile Sharp-shinned Hawk http://galleryhip.com/immature-sharp-shinned-hawk.html 
  

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
The adult Sharp-shinned Hawks look very similar to adult Cooper’s Hawks in regards to their feather and 
eye coloring—it also is blue-grey with red streaks on the chest and has a red eye. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
Cooper's Hawk https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Cooper%27s_Hawk_at_Feeder.jpg 
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Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
The Cooper’s Hawk, however, is larger [about the size of a crow], has a square shaped head, and has a 
rounded tail. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
"My head is square!" https://theiwrc.org/raptorID/comparisons/ssha_coha.html 
 
Comment From Dave in Missouri   
Cool picture! 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
The juveniles of bother species also look alike, however just as it is in the adults, the Cooper’s Hawk is 
larger, has a square head, and rounded tail. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
Adult Cooper's Hawk https://www.audubon.org/field-guide/bird/coopers-hawk 
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Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
Juvenile Cooper's Hawk http://www.backyardchickens.com/t/704887/bird-versus-bird-coopers-hawk-
video 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Here is a size comparison for you all .. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
Sharp-shinned (left) and Cooper's Hawk (right) https://www.carolinabirdclub.org/misc/id/accipiters.htm 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
While the coloring and banding looks identical in both species [adult and juvenile], you will notice that 
the Cooper’s Hawk’s tail has a large white terminal band at the end. Sharp-shined Hawks have a very 
thin think white band that is sometimes not even noticeable. 

https://www.carolinabirdclub.org/misc/id/accipiters.htm
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Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
Sharp-shinned Hawk tail (no terminal band) https://theiwrc.org/raptorID/comparisons/ssha_coha.html 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV 

  
Cooper's Hawk tail (white terminal band) https://theiwrc.org/raptorID/comparisons/ssha_coha.html 
  

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Wow! That was a lot of information to take in. 
 
Comment From billh   
A ton of info in a pound of time. 
 
Comment From MH in SC   
Excellent info on all raptors, but the RSHA and RTHA info will be so helpful to me. Thank you Chapin. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
I encourage you all to get to know the raptor species in your area and apply some of this identification 
information. I know raptor identification can be tricky and honing your raptor identification skills takes 
time. 
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Comment From Peggy from Pungo(VA Beach)   
well put, billh! 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
But if you remember just one or two characteristics of each species and maybe with a little practice, you 
will be well ahead of the average citizen. 
 
Comment From Mary E in NC   
You did a great job explaining all the identification information! 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Thank you! 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Oh! Here are some other helpful identification resources [ including the link for the new Merlin app for 
your phone] if you are interested in learning more!!!! 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
ps the Merlin app is SUPER COOL! 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
https://theiwrc.org/raptorID/RaptorID_contents.html 
https://www.audubon.org/ 
http://www.allaboutbirds.org/ 
http://merlin.allaboutbirds.org/ 
 
Comment From Dave in Missouri   
Very awesome class Chapin, thank you! I have to go back and review everything. 
 
Comment From Peggy from Pungo(VA Beach)   
This has been wonderfully informative. Thanks so much, Chapin. 
 
Comment From MH in SC   
Someone get Chapin some water . Whew what a session. 
 

https://theiwrc.org/raptorID/RaptorID_contents.html
https://www.audubon.org/
http://www.allaboutbirds.org/
http://merlin.allaboutbirds.org/
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Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Ha! Thanks! 
 
Comment From stpetejane   
Chapin, you are such a good teacher. Wow! 
 
Comment From Cathy in Poquoson   
Wow! Great class, Chapin! 
 
Comment From Candice VaBch   
That is lots of info. I will have to let that absorb and read back again. Thank you Chapin. 
 
Comment From David in VA   
Thank you Chapin. Amazing class as always. 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Thank you! 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
I will archive this class as soon as I can so that you may all go back and review if you are interested. 
 
Comment From Ck in Pa   
Thanks for all this info, Chapin. Great class! 
 
Comment From Dave in Missouri   
Your classes are very awesome and informative! 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Thanks so much! 
 
Comment From CarolinaGirl   
Wow! Information overload. Hopefully now I can tell whether it is a Sharp Shin or a Coopers! Thank you 
Chapin! great class! I just learn so much here! 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Just remember that the Sharp-shinned is TINY! 
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Comment From Ck in Pa   
I love my Merlin App. 
 
Comment From PSASN in NC   
Is it pronounced "cooper" or "cupper"? 
 

Chapin Hardy, WCV:  
Cooper :) 
 
Comment From Kathryn in Mi   
Thank you, Chapin for a very interesting and informative class. 
 


