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Avian Nest Sweeps and Monitoring Methods Exercises 

What: Exercises to compliment the course content and improve learning outcomes and skill 

development. 

When: These exercises are meant to be completed on Day 1 of the course in the afternoon following 

presentation of material or in the morning prior to Day 2 (depending on what works for you). If you do 

not have time to do both sets of exercises during the course prioritize the field portion, if your weather 

is poor or you have other logistical issues focus on the desktop exercises.  

Where: Any location where you can observe birds, even a treed backyard or urban street will work.  

Field Exercises 

Exercise 1a: Field Identification 

Identifying birds is an essential skill for avian work. For nests sweeps, reliable identification will allow 

you to make species-specific decisions and contribute to your credibility as a Qualified Environmental 

Professional. Like any skill, bird identification requires patience, study, and practice. This exercise is 

simple, but if you are new to bird identification it will provide you an entry point to start building your 

abilities, and if you are experienced it will give you an opportunity to practice. Pay particular attention to 

what traits you use to identify species – this will build your skills and train you to teach others at the 

same time. For nest sweeps it is also particularly beneficial to be able to interpret behaviours (see Step 

3). Binoculars will make identification much easier – see Appendix I for tips to improve your binocular 

use.  

Step 1. Select one or more locations to observe birds 

You can do this activity anywhere where there are birds. Wetlands, forested areas, grassy areas, 

suburban yards, or urban areas are all good choices. Different habitats will support different assemblies 

of species, so if you can go to more than one it will improve your learning opportunities. **Important** 

select a location you feel safe in, use a check in if birding in a remote area, and consider taking a 

companion for safety.  

Step 2. Record relevant survey information 

It is good practice to record some basic data including time, location, and weather conditions. This is 

good practice for any kind of survey, but it is especially important for birds as their activities are very 

influenced by conditions. Record temperature - you can use a thermometer or a reputable weather 

website or app such as Environment Canada Weather, windspeed - this can be measured with a device 

called an anemometer or estimated using the Beaufort scale (Appendix II) and estimate the percentage 

of cloud cover.  

Step 3. Observe, count, and identify birds in the selected location 

Attempt to count and identify all the birds in the location you selected. This style of inventory is called a 

“census”. Use characteristics like size, shape, and colour pattern to identify each bird to group (family) 

and species. Record the count of each species. For any unknown species record as many identifying 

characteristics as you can. In addition, record any behaviours you notice – flying overhead, singing, 
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foraging, carrying nesting material (sticks, grass, mud, fur, feathers) – these behaviours inform the 

likelihood that a bird is breeding in the area.  

Step 4. Report your data  

Please be prepared to discuss your survey results with the class on the morning of Day 2 of the class. To 

make your observations count, consider adding them to eBird. You can create your own account or use 

the account I created for my NRTG students.  

Username: NRTG_AVIAN 

Password: B_sosp2021 

Exercise 1b: Locating Nests  

Observing as many nests and nesting locations as possible is a good way to develop a search image. 

Nests from the previous year are an ideal place to start as they are easier to find than active nests as 

usually the vegetation around the nest will have died back and you will not risk disturbing a breeding 

bird, but they will still give you a good idea of common nesting locations. While you are conducting your 

bird survey and practicing identification spend some time looking for old nests. Look for cavities in trees, 

stick nests, mud nests on structures or buildings, and cup nests in bushes. Note the type, size, and 

location of the nest. Use this information to try to identify the species (or group) that built it. If you can, 

take a picture to share with the class, we will review these and discuss the exercise at the start of Day 2. 

**Please email me these pictures by no later than 8:30 AM PST on Day 2 of the class if you want me to 

share them** Alternatively, you can share your own screen if you are comfortable doing that.  
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Desktop Exercises 

Exercise 2a: Species Review 

Familiarizing yourself with the species that occur in the area you are working in can be very helpful for 

learning to identify them. If you do this, you will know what to look for and what to expect. Using field 

guides and other resources you can improve your identification skills at any time of the year and from 

any location. 

Using the range maps in your field guide or the Cornell Website - All About Birds make a list of at least 

20 species of songbirds and 10 species from non-songbird groups that are likely to occur in your area of 

interest.   

Table 1. Example avian groups 

Songbird Groups Non-songbird Groups 

Flycatchers Hawks 
Kinglets Owls 
Vireos Shorebirds 

Warblers Gulls 
Sparrows Terns 
Swallows Geese 
Waxwings Ducks 

Finches Cranes 
Corvids Herons 

Thrushes Kingfishers 
Chickadees Swifts 
Nuthatches Hummingbirds 

Creepers  
Blackbirds  

 

Exercise 2b: Songbird Quiz 

Songbirds can be one of the more challenging groups to identify to species. Using the website: 

https://natureinstruct.org/dendroica/ design a custom quiz to practice identifying relevant species.  

Step 1. Go to Dendroica and either make an account or sign in as a guest 

The advantage of signing up for an account is that you can save custom lists, but it is up to you. 

Step 2. Create a study list of species that are relevant to your geographic location and ecotype 

Go to “Manage Lists” near the top of the screen and use the drop-down menus to customize your list. I 

suggest keeping “Exclude rare species for region” and “Exclude species not breeding in region” checked. 

Use the Geopolitical dropdown menu to select your province. If you want to further subset select the 

Bird Conservation Region that applies (note – I have not found the BCR filter to be very accurate).  

 

 

https://www.allaboutbirds.org/news/
https://natureinstruct.org/dendroica/
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Step 3. Focus on a specific taxonomic group 

You can pick any group you are interested in, but I suggest practicing warbler and sparrow ID as these 

are two groups that people typically find challenging, and they are often encountered during nest 

sweeps. Use the Taxonomic dropdown menu to select “Warblers” and press “Save and exit”. You should 

get a custom list of the warblers that occur in the region you selected. 

Step 4. Familiarize yourself with the species 

Once you have your list, click through the species, look at the ID features and check the range maps. 

When you have done this, try quizzing yourself by hitting the “Quiz” button at the top right corner. You 

can adjust the difficulty by changing the number of choices the quiz offers you to select the correct 

answer from. Select “Display Sound/Photo List” from the “Quiz Options”.  
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Appendix I: Binocular use 

Video 5 - Binocular Exercise 

  

https://youtu.be/DIVV0GXBEx8
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Appendix II: Estimating wind speed using the Beaufort scale 

Beaufort Number Miles Per Hour Description Specification 

0 <1 Calm Smoke rises vertically 

1 1-3 Light Air Smoke drifts slowly but 
weathervanes are not 

moved 

2 4-7 Light Breeze Wind felt on face, 
leaves rustle, wind 

vanes moved by wind 

3 8-12 Gentle Breeze Leaves and small twigs 
in constant motion, 

wind extends light flags 

4 13-18 Moderate Raises dust and paper, 
small branches move in 

the wind 

5 19-24 Fresh Small trees begin to 
sway, crested wavelets 
form on inland waters 

6 25-31 Strong Large branches in 
motion, whistling 

heard in telephone 
wires, umbrellas used 

with difficulty 

7 32-38 Near Gale Whole trees in motion, 
inconvenience walking 

against the wind 

8 39-46 Gale Twigs break off trees, 
wind generally impedes 

progress, mobile 
homes may shake 

9 47-54 Strong Gale Slight structural 
damage occurs 

10 55-63 Storm Small trees uprooted, 
moderate damage to 

structures 

11 64-73 Violent Storm Moderate sized trees 
uprooted, significant 

structural damage and 
downed power lines 

may occur 

12 74-95 Hurricane Large trees uprooted, 
more significant 

structural damage 
likely and mobile 

homes overturned 

 


