
Practice Week 2 
March 13 – March 17, 2017 

 
 
Goal: Familiarize yourself with the visual and auditory characteristics of the following two species: 

 American Goldfinch 

 Lesser Goldfinch 
 
 
Visual ID: These pairs of species (the two goldfinches and the two doves) can look similar, so this week you will 
learn how to differentiate the pairs in the field. Like the birds last week, these species are common birds in urban 
areas, and it is possible that you will see any or all of them in your own neighborhood. Try to go outside and look 
for these birds to get a better understanding of their shape, size, movement patterns, and behavior. I’ve provided 
video and field guide links, and specific characteristics to look for that will help you tell the two species apart.  
 

Species Code Characteristics to look for Video/Field Guide Links 

American 
Goldfinch 

AMGO  Small finch, conical bill, short, notched tail 

 Fly with a bouncy, undulating pattern and 
often call in flight 

To differentiate from Lesser Goldfinch: 

 Slightly larger 

 Breeding adult: pinkish bill (not gray), black 
forehead (rather than black cap) 

 Bright yellow back (rather than olive-y yellow 
back), white undertail coverts (area directly 
underneath the tail) (rather than yellow) 

https://www.allaboutbirds.org/g
uide/American_Goldfinch/id 
  
http://macaulaylibrary.org/vide
o/435192 
 
 

Lesser 
Goldfinch 

LEGO  Very small goldfinch, stocky, short-tailed, with 
short, rounded wings and a large bill 

 Also fly in a bouncy, undulating pattern 
To differentiate from American Goldfinch: 

 Darker, olive, or greenish-yellow back (rather 
than bright yellow) 

 Dark, gray bill (rather than pinkish) 

 Yellow undertail coverts (rather than white) 

https://www.allaboutbirds.org/g
uide/Lesser_Goldfinch/id 
 
http://macaulaylibrary.org/vide
o/448330 
 
http://macaulaylibrary.org/vide
o/481734 

 
 

Auditory ID: Below you will find recordings of some typical calls and songs for this week’s species. Listen through 
the tracks and pay attention to the characteristic tone, patterns, call notes and phrasing that I have noted. I’ve also 
described how the songs and calls for each pair can be differentiated from one another. After getting familiar with 
the recordings, go outside and see if you can hear any of these songs or calls. It will be easier for you to become 
familiar with and remember the songs if you hear them straight from a bird’s mouth (especially if you can see the 
bird who is singing)! Remember- bird songs vary between individuals, and even within individual birds- try to listen 
to as many different songs as possible for each species to help you learn the songs! 

Track # Species Code Characteristics to listen for 

1 American Goldfinch AMGO The first part of this track demonstrates the characteristic and 
easy to pick out call note: This call of 4-5 sweet notes is 
sometimes thought of as “potato chip” or “per-chick-o-ree.” 
After that is the AMGO song: a long is a long series of twitters 
and warbles. Because this song can be so varied, and sounds 

https://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/American_Goldfinch/id
https://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/American_Goldfinch/id
http://macaulaylibrary.org/video/435192
http://macaulaylibrary.org/video/435192
https://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Lesser_Goldfinch/id
https://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Lesser_Goldfinch/id
http://macaulaylibrary.org/video/448330
http://macaulaylibrary.org/video/448330
http://macaulaylibrary.org/video/481734
http://macaulaylibrary.org/video/481734


similar to the complicated LEGO song, pay special attention to 
the interspersed “per-chick-o-ree” call notes. Another call-note 
to listen for interspersed into the song is the squeaky, or whiny 
“swee-ee-ee” which oscillates and goes upward in tone. This is 
different from LEGO call notes, which often sound like a 
downward “tear” (see below).  

2 Lesser Goldfinch LEGO The LEGO also sings a long series of twitters and warblers, 
similar to the AMGO song. However, LEGO songs can be more 
disjoined than the AMGO, and they often have rough, raspy 
phrases. There is little note repetition and often lots of 
imitations of call notes from other species. One key thing to 
listen for when trying to differentiate the two songs, is the call 
note. You won’t hear the classic AMGO “per-chick-o-ree” notes 
in a LEGO song. Instead, LEGOs will have whiny calls 
interspersed into the song. Listen especially to the downward 
“tear” call.  

 


