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How do you identify birds?   

 

First, some general tips on identifying a bird before we go into more specific details of the White-

winged Flufftail.  

 

The following characteristics assist in identifying a bird:  

 

1. Size 

2. Shape of the bill 

3. Feather colour  

4. Bill colour  

5. Leg colour  

6. What habitat does it occur in? (Forest, wetland, grassland) 

7. What is it doing? (Feeding, displaying, nesting) 

 

Use the answers to these questions to narrow down the identification, rather than paging through a 

field guide for hours.  The more you work with this system, the easier things will become.   

 

1. Size 

 

Birds come in all sorts of sizes. Some are smaller than your hand and weigh less than 10 grams 

(Willow Warbler) whilst others are larger than a human being and weigh up to 80 kilograms 

(Common Ostrich).  By judging the size of the bird you are watching you will be able to eliminate a 

lot of birds that do not fit that size. The easiest way to do this is by comparing the bird in question to 

a bird that is familiar to you. For example, most of us know the relative sizes of a sparrow, dove or a 

hadeda. Ask yourself the question: In relation to any of these birds what is the approximate size of 

the bird that I am looking at? If it is the size of a sparrow, you can eliminate numerous birds that are 

bigger than a sparrow in so doing making the selection process a lot easier. 

2. Shape  

 

Look at each part of the bird. Is its bill short or long, thick or thin, curved or straight? How about the 

tail? What shape is it? Is it forked? Are the bird's wings pointed or curved, long or short? 

 

3. Feather colour 

 

In order to use colour as an identification guide it is important to note in detail the colour markings 

of a bird. To be able to do that you will need to know the basic anatomy of a bird. For example, 

where is its back, mantle, tarsus, and culmen. All field guides provide detailed sketches that will 

greatly assist you in this regard. A word of caution; there may be, and often are colour differences 

between immature and adult birds.  
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4. Bill shape and colour 

 

The shape of a bird’s bill will give you a good indication of what it eats.  Some birds have long thin 

curved bills (sunbirds) and others conical (seedeaters). Flycatchers have flattened short bills, 

warblers have narrow, pointed short bills, while shrikes have thicker bills with a definite hook at the 

end. 

5. Leg colour 

 

Every bird has a particular leg colour. Many have black legs, but many others have red, yellow, or 

indeed every possible colour. Sometimes the feet or the upper thigh are a different colour to the 

rest of the leg. As with bill or plumage, young birds’ legs may differ in colour from the adults’. 

6. Habitat 

 

A habitat refers to things like plants and trees in the area, the elevation (are you in the mountains or 

at the shore), the climate in the area and the type of water nearby. Knowing the habitat in which you 

are in will greatly assist in identifying birds. Certain cisticolas only occur in grassveld habitats while 

others only occur in woodland. Habitat is a valuable aid and most field guides indicate in the text 

what habitat a bird usually prefers. Look around you. Are you deep in a forest, standing in a 

grassland or miles out at sea?  

 

 
Lanverwagt - Heyshope vlei    © Glenn Ramke 
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7. Habits 

 

Birds have unique ways of acting, moving, sitting, and flying. Observing a bird’s habits is important 

characteristic to look at to aid in bird identification.  Look at how the bird is sitting, how it’s feeding 

or moving, whether it’s in a flock, and if it has any habits like flicking its wings. Wagtails patrol open 

areas and wag their tails up and down, and sometimes dash after insects.  Francolins walk around 

like chickens, scratching on the ground for seeds. Many birds of prey sit in high places, like the tops 

of trees, looking for prey.  Waterbirds move through water to catch their food. 

It is important to note if a bird is nocturnal, diurnal and crepuscular.  Nocturnal birds are active at 

night; diurnal birds are active during the day and crepuscular means that birds are particularly active 

at dawn and dusk. 

Using a field guide 

A field guide is a book with pictures of the birds and tips for identifying them. In a field guide you will 

get to know the various bird families, see distribution maps and descriptions of different bird 

species. 

Sketches in books are not exact depictions of the birds that we see in the field. The artists are trying 

to show us the most important identifying features of a bird. So it is extremely important to read 

and study the text that is provided. In many instances you will find the answer to your queries in the 

accompanied text and not by looking at the sketches! 

Field guides have to use some very specific terms.  The following diagram shows the various words 

that may be used in describing the different parts of birds and their colouring.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Page 5 

 

 

About flufftails 

 

There are five species of flufftail belonging to the genus Sarothrura, meaning “broom- or brush-

shaped tail”.  These species are the Red-chested Flufftail, Striped Flufftail, White-winged Flufftail, 

Buff-spotted Flufftail and the Streaky-breasted Flufftail.  Their cousins in the same bird family are the 

rallids ― rails, crakes and gallinules.   

 

Identifying the White-winged Flufftail 

 

This is a relatively small flufftail, easily identified in flight by the characteristic square, white panels 

on the secondaries.  The flight of this species is very fast and direct, with whirring wing beats, and a 

final plunge into the vegetation.  While the White-winged Flufftail is at rest or foraging, the thin 

white line on the edge of the wing ― the primaries ― is visible.   

 

This species is diurnal and crepuscular.  This means that birds are active during the daylight hours, 

but particularly at dawn and dusk.  In tall, flooded vegetation these birds are extremely difficult to 

observe, normally remaining within dense cover, but in short, sparse vegetation they may be 

glimpsed on the ground just before they take flight. Before taking flight, birds on the ground pause 

briefly with open wings, possibly as a signal to other individuals.  In dense vegetation the birds 

normally climb to the top before taking flight.   

 

White-winged Flufftails forage along muddy cattle tracks, at shallow pools, and at patches of cut 

vegetation and other small open areas in the dense cover.  They pick food from moist ground, mud 

and shallow water, and from flattened and low-growing vegetation. 

 

The White-winged Flufftail is an intra-African migrant.  This means that it stays within the continent 

of Africa.  Its migration probably occurs between Ethiopia and southern Africa during the non-

breeding season.  Because its “wintering” habitat is so similar to its Ethiopian breeding habitat it 

might be expected to breed again when it arrives in southern Africa. But no migrant breeds at both 

ends of a migration, it’s too much hard work and a season of rest is essential. 

 

Refer to Activity Sheet 5 – Colouring-in Templates. 

  


