
NOTE ON THE USE OF 
PHOTOGRAPHS

Please note that this material is being circulated for 
the personal educational use of the student of Travis 
Audubon Society classes.  Please do not distribute, 
copy, post, share, or further disseminate any of this 
material. 
Photographs used in these presentations are credited 
to Jeffrey E. Patterson or the eBird contributors 
named in the photographs and to the Macaulay 
Library of The Cornell Laboratory of Ornithology. 
Other photographs are credited as indicated.



SCHEDULE



TRAVIS AUDUBON 
SHOREBIRD CLASS

2026
“Perennially popular,

Yet strangely ineffective ”



TRAVIS AUDUBON SOCIETY
2026 SHOREBIRD CLASS

 Jeff Patterson

 Raised in Garland (no coast)

 Many days in Corpus

 Started birding age 10

 Texas Commission on Environmental 
Quality (retired)

 Former TAS field trip chair

 Former TAS Board

 Eric Stager 

 Grew up in Houston (coast!!)

 Started birding age 13

 Leads field trips for TAS

 Coordinates Hornsby bird walks

 City of Austin Environmental Department 
(pre-retired)

 Former TAS President



JEFF’S WEBSITE
JEPBIRDING.COM

Home

Classes Taught for Travis Audubon

Shorebirds Class 
(password: 90%Least)



JEFF’S WEBSITE
SHOREBIRDS SELF STUDY





A FEW SHOREBIRD FACTS

 Vary widely in size, bill shape, leg length, & feeding behavior (all are ID clues !!!)

 Order – Charadriiformes 
 "to cut into furrows"
 May refer to the generally striped appearance of many shorebirds
 Also includes gulls, terns, skuas, jaegers, skimmers and alcids

 SPECIES 
 ~217 Species world wide 
 ~ 50 Species in North America
 ~40 Species each year in Texas  (39 regular, 6 “regular rarities” possible)

“Kara-drya-for-mees”



WHAT IS A SHOREBIRD?

Shore

Not shorebirds

Photo by Jeffrey E. Patterson



WHAT IS A SHOREBIRD?

Photo by Jeffrey E. Patterson



WHAT IS A SHOREBIRD?

Cryptic 
upper 
parts

Specialized 
tools

Up-right 
stance

Long, 
pointed 
wings

Long, 
thin 
legs

Long 
toes

Pale 
under 
parts

Acute 
vision

Migration 
specialists

Ground 
nesting

Photo by Jeffrey E. Patterson



TAXONOMY 
SYSTEMATIZED BY CARL LINNAEUS (SWEDISH BOTANIST)

Domain:
Kingdom:
Phylum:
Class: 
Order:
Family: 
Genus:
Species:

Do Kings Play Chess 
On Fine Green Silk

Taxonomy – the science of naming, describing and classifying organisms



Kingdom: Anamalia

Domain: Eukarya

Phylum: Chordata

Class: Aves

Order: 41 bird orders

Families: 
248 world wide 

TAXONOMY
OF 

BIRDS 

81 in North America 

“Birds”

Species:

~10,000 bird speices

~217 shorebirds

Genus



Kingdom: Anamalia

Domain: Eukarya

Phylum: Chordata

Class: Aves

Order: Charadriiformes

Families:
19 shorebird families world wide

Plovers 
(charadriidae)

Stilts & Avocets 
(recurvirostridae)

Sandpipers, 
Phalaropes & allies 

(scolopacidae)

Oystercatchers 
(haematopodidae)

WHAT IS A 
SHOREBIRD?

5 shorebird families
 in North America

“Kara-drya-for-mees”

Jacana
(jacanidae)



SO……WHAT IS A SHOREBIRD ?

Not all 
Charadriiformes 
are Shorebirds

Shorebird – 
a species in 1 of these ~13 families 

in the 
order Charadriiformes 

All Shorebirds are in the 
Order Charadriiformes

Yes

No

Maybe
No

Likely

But

Shorebird – 
Defined by taxonomy



SHOREBIRD GENERA

Useful
Genera 
to Know

5 Families 



TEXAS SHOREBIRD SPECIES

54 – Texas State List (1 likely extinct)

15 – Texas Review Species (1 likely extinct)

~42 – Species covered in this class (3 rarities)

 31 – Family Scolopacidae (Sandpipers and allies)

 8 – Family Charadriidae (Plovers and Lapwings)

 2 – Family Recurvirostridae (Stilts and Avocets)

 1 – Family Haematopodidae (Oystercatchers)

 1 – Family Jacanidae (Jacanas)





 Energy expensive  -- must eat 

 Not much overlap

 Affects “where” and “when”

 Can aid in ID

Can you name them?
1. Breeding

2. Migrating

3. Molting

3 MAJOR 
ACTIVITIES OF BIRDS



TIMING OF 
SHOREBIRDS IN TEXAS



FREQUENCY GRAPH (HABITS 1,2,3)
FOR SPECIFIC GEOGRAPHIC AREA 

(E.G. TEXAS)

Cassin’s Sparrow

Wintering 
south of Texas 

(mostly) Wintering 
south of Texas 

(mostly)

Breeding in
Texas



Least Flycatcher Timing in Texas (for the entire species)

Spring 
Migration 

through Texas

Fall
Migration 

through Texas

Small 
numbers 

over-winter Very few 
during 

summer

FREQUENCY GRAPH (HABITS 1,2,3)
FOR SPECIFIC GEOGRAPHIC AREA 

(E.G. TEXAS)



Western
Sandpiper

Semipalmated
Sandpiper

Least
Sandpiper

Baird’s
Sandpiper White-

rumped
Sandpiper

Frequency of 
“Peeps” in 

Travis County

(“peeps” = 5 smallest 
sandpipers)

Ebird Data
For

Travis County
1900-2017

“Fall” 
migration 

begins before 
July 4 in some 

species

First southbound 
migrants are 

adults. 
Followed by a wave 

of juveniles.



SIGHTINGS AT HORNSBY
AUGUST 2025



JEFF’S LIST =34 SPECIES
~42 SPECIES SHOREBIRDS 

AT HORNSBY BEND ALL TIME



BECOMING 
A BETTER BIRDER



4 BIGGEST STEPS TO 
BECOMING A BETTER BIRDER

1. Learn distribution (Habits 1,2,3)

2. Learn GISS/Structure (Habit 4)

3. GO BIRD & make your own IDs.

4. Use a process (e.g. The 7 Habits)



THE 7 HABITS



BEING A BETTER BIRDER



SHOREBIRD IDENTIFICATION

Make a diagnosis –not a quick ID.

GISS, Structure, Relative Size – most important.

Find a Reference Species

Behavior – especially feeding behavior.
 A good clue 
 Plenty of overlap

Location & Season also very important



DISTRIBUTION (HABITS 1,2,3)
ANIMATED ABUNDANCE MAP

Cassin’s Sparrow






• Habitat – natural environment of an organism. 
– Provides: 

• food 
• water 
• shelter
• space to survive

• Micro-habitat:  – a small specialized habitat, within a 
larger habitat

HABITAT (HABIT 3)



GISS & STRUCTURE (HABIT 4)



STRUCTURE



SHAPE (STRUCTURE)
“I cannot over-emphasize the importance of 
shape in recognizing shorebirds.
 

Shape provides up to 90% of the evidence in 
our sight identifications”. 

Kenn Kaufman, Advanced Birding



GISS
(GENERAL IMPRESSION OF SIZE & SHAPE)



GISS (JIZZ, GESTALT)

Jizz or giss is the overall impression or appearance of a bird garnered from such features as shape, posture, flying style or other habitual movements, size 
and coloration combined with voice, habitat and location. The concept originated in birdwatching, but is so useful that it has since been adopted 
increasingly widely by field biologists in referring to the impression of the general characteristics of other animals. It similarly appears in such fields of 
observational biology as microscopy. Ecologists and botanists may speak of "habitat jizz" or the jizz of a plant.

Sean Dooley described jizz as "the indefinable quality of a particular species, the 'vibe' it gives off" and notes that although it is "dismissed by many as 
some kind of birding alchemy, there is some physical basis to the idea of jizz."

Experienced birders can often make reliable identifications in the field at a glance by using jizz. Often jizz is useful for identifying to the family or genus 
level, rather than the species level, as in: "It definitely had the jizz of a thrush, but I couldn't see what kind."

The term was first used in print in 1922, in Thomas Coward's "Country Diary" column for the Manchester Guardian of 6 December 1921 – the piece was 
subsequently included in his 1922 book Bird Haunts and Nature Memories. He attributed it to "a west-coast Irishman", and explained

If we are walking on the road and see, far ahead, someone whom we recognize, although we can neither distinguish features nor particular 
clothes, we may be certain that we are not mistaken; there is something in the carriage, the walk, the general appearance which is familiar; it is, 
in fact, the individual's jizz.

Jeremy Greenwood concludes that the term was further popularized by its use by Miss E.I. Turner, "a popular author", in the journal Open Air in 1923.

There is a theory that it comes from the World War II air force acronym GISS for "General Impression of Size and Shape (of an aircraft)", but the use of 
the term in 1922 precludes that. Another theory claims that jizz is a corruption of gestalt, a German word that roughly means form or shape. Other 
possibilities include the word gist, or a contraction of just is. These theories were debunked by Jeremy Greenwood and his brother Julian in 2018.

Source: Wikipedia

GISS (or jizz) – the immediate sense of posture, shape, size, habits, 
bearing and movement.

GISS –  the overall impression or appearance of a bird garnered from 
such features as shape, posture, flying style or other habitual movements, size 
and coloration combined with voice, habitat and location. 

The concept originated in birding.



MODERN BIRDING
• Field guides –  the great invention of  (primarily) 

Roger Tory Peterson in the 1930s.

• Mostly plumage-based – “field marks”

• Modern birding – more emphasis on shape 

• GISS 

• Structure

• Relative Size



EVOLVING IMPRESSIONS (HABIT 4)
1 2 3 4

5
6

Peterson 1941

Sibley 2000

Golden 1983Peterson 1960 Nat Geo 1983

Photo by Roger Reets

7

Birch 2023



EVOLVING IMPRESSIONS (HABIT 4)

Key seems to be 
color, pattern 

field marks

Key is structure first, 
then other field 

marks 
(e.g. color, pattern)



GISS EXERCISE



“Beam me up, Scotty!”

GISS EXERCISE



“I need 
ammunition, 
not a ride.”



“Father told me that if I ever met 
a lady in a dress like yours, I must 
look her straight in the eyes.”



“Do you think people will still be using napkins in the 
year 2000, or is this mouth-vacuum thing for real?" 



“Thank you. 
Thank you very much.”



“That’s what I do. 
I drink, and I know things.”



Photos by Jeffrey E. Patterson

GISS & STRUCTURE (HABIT 4)
FACIAL EXPRESSIONS 



Structure – the arrangement of & relationships between the parts
GISS – your impression of that arrangement & many other factors



STRUCTURE
“WE WON’T GET FOOLED AGAIN 

!!!”



SHOREBIRD SIZE
IT’S RELATIVE !!!



RELATIVE SIZE



RELATIVE SIZE



REFERENCE BIRDS

Known size, regular occurrence

Least Sandpiper
Killdeer

Lesser Yellowlegs

Greater Yellowlegs (sometimes)

Photos by Jeffrey E. Patterson







REFERENCE BIRDS

Photo by Jeffrey E. Patterson



STRUCTURE

 Bill 

 Length – compare to head size

 Shape 

 Tip – Precise shape of tip, thickness at specific points

 Body proportions and shape

 Thickness of neck, chest, belly

 Posture

 Primary extension

 Size of head relative to body

 Forehead – Angle

 Legs – Length & thickness
Photos by Jeffrey E. Patterson



Long

Very Long

Short
Describing bill length 

Photos by Jeffrey E. Patterson



Western Wood-pewee

Photos by Jeffrey E Patterson

Primary 
Projection

Primaries

Tertias & 
Secondaries



PRIMARY EXTENSION

Tail

Primaries

Photo by Jeffrey E. Patterson



PRIMARY EXTENSION
IN SHOREBIRDS

Tail

Primaries

Photo by Jeffrey E. Patterson

Primary 
Projection



PRIMARY EXTENSION

Tail

Primaries

Photo by Jeffrey E. Patterson



PRIMARY 
EXTENSION

Tail

Primaries

Photos by Jeffrey E. Patterson



DESCRIPTIVE TERMS 
POSTURE

Crouched
Up-right
Horizontal1

2
3

Photos by Jeffrey E. Patterson



DESCRIPTIVE TERMS
STRUCTURE

Bulky
Attenuated
Slender
Well-balanced
Front-heavy 
Delicate

1
2

3

4
5

Photos by Jeffrey E. Patterson



DESCRIPTIVE TERMS 
BILL

Long
Stubby
Thick
Thin
Thin-tipped
Up-turned
Slightly decurved
Straight
Bulbous

1

2

3

Photos by Jeffrey E. Patterson



DESCRIPTIVE TERMS 
BILL

Notice these are all 
relative comparisons 

Thick
Thin 

21

Photos by Jeffrey E. Patterson



DESCRIPTIVE TERMS 
BILL

Straight
Slightly down-curved
Blunt-tipped
Droopy
Long
Bulbous…

3
2

1

Photos by Jeffrey E. Patterson



FEMALES OFTEN 
LARGER &

LONGER BILLED

Same Species
Photos by Jeffrey E. Patterson









HABIT 5
BILL & HEAD



THE BILL

 Different bills = less competition within the same habitat.

OR
 Different bills = specialization within adjacent microhabitats.

 Very often a major clue in ID



THE NO-COMPETE CLAUSE

Different bills = less competition in same habitat.



HABIT 6
FIELD MARKS



FIELD MARKS (HABIT 6)
1. All things we use to ID a bird are field marks.  

2. Not all Field Marks are equal – Some work better than others

• Observable –  in the field (some are great in-the-hand)

• Consistent – don’t vary across individual birds

• Diagnostic – serve to differentiate between species

• Hierarchy of Usefulness 

3. WARNING WILL ROBINSON !!!!

1. Field marks are like fast food 

2. Everybody’s got a favorite !!!

3. All field marks can fail 

4. Make a diagnosis using all clues

Very strongly 
supporting

Strongly supporting

Diagnostic

Supporting 



TYPES OF FIELD MARKS

 Color – plumage 
 Pattern – plumage (feather groups or individual feathers)
 Structure
 GISS 
 Behavior
 Vocalizations



CATEGORIES OF FIELD MARKS

 Comparative Field Marks

 Relative Field Marks

 Proportional Field Marks

 Contrast as Field Mark

 Demarcation as Field Mark



COMPARATIVE FIELD MARKS

Photo by Jeffrey E. Patterson
Photo by Henry Trombley

House Finch

Purple Finch

more reddish more purply

• Subjective,
• May be difficult to convey
• Requires experience



RELATIVE FIELD MARKS

Photo by TJ Adams

• Firmer ground
• But have to be lucky



PROPORTIONAL FIELD MARKS

Photo by Jeffrey E Patterson

Hairy Woodpecker Downy Woodpecker

Photo by Jeffrey E Patterson



CONTRAST AS FIELD MARK

Low Contrast

High Contrast

Contrast
 is a field mark  !!!!

Photos by Jeffrey E Patterson



DEMARCATION 
AS FIELD MARK

Abrupt Demarcation Diffuse Demarcation

Abrupt 
vs 

diffuse

Photos by Jeffrey E Patterson



HABIT 7
DIAGNOSTIC FIELD MARKS

 Observable –  in the field

 Consistent – across individual birds

 Diagnostic– serves to reliably and consistently differentiate 
between closely related species.

Sometimes a single field mark can be diagnostic.

Photo by Gord Gasden
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