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EASTERN BLUEBIRD



Of all the ID challenges at different 
seasons, one of the most fascinating, and 
fleeting, is the juvenile songbird. A few 
mystery fledglings may be seen from 
early spring to mid-fall, but late summer 
is when juveniles are most prevalent and 
most likely to give us pause.

For many birds, juvenile plumage is 
different from any appearance later in 
their lives. And songbirds generally show 
the plumage only for a very short time. 
Hawks may stay in juvenile plumage for 
almost their first full year, and some 
shorebirds may migrate thousands of 
miles before they begin to molt out of it, 
but songbirds typically start to molt out 
of juvenile plumage within a few weeks 
after leaving the nest — or even within a 
few days. If we don’t get out birding a lot, 
we may miss seeing the plumage even on 
our common songbirds.

Eastern Bluebird, juvenile June in New Haven County, Connecticut

Feathers of head and body often 
duller or more camouflaged than 
those of adults

Frequently show 
remains of fleshy 
flanges at corner 
of mouth

Feather condition. Head and body feathers in juvenile 
plumage are often loose and fluffy, while wing and tail 
feathers look more “normal.”

Head and body pattern. Juveniles may be colored like 
adult females, or they may be more camouflaged, with 
streaks or spots in place of bright colors.

Wing and tail patterns. Juvenile songbirds usually have 
wing and tail patterns like adults, but wing bars, if present, 
may look broader and cleaner at first.

Telltale signs. Birds might be recognized as juveniles  
by their awkward behavior and by a fleshy area at the 
corner of the mouth.

What to look for

Body feathers 
often loose 
and flimsy

Larger feathers 
of wings and tail 
usually colored 
like those of 
adults

Full juvenile plumage held 
briefly, followed by patchy 
transitional plumage
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While juveniles of many species are more heavily 
streaked or spotted than adults, European Starling 
goes in the opposite direction. It’s a classic 
confusion species, because the juvenile differs 
from the adult in so many ways. Two features —  
a dark eye contrasting with a pale gray-brown 
face, and a dark bill — give it a facial expression 
different from the adult. Even its voice differs: Its 

common call is a rough, buzzing trill. Flocks of 
juvenile starlings often wander about with no 
adults in attendance, and they can be mystifying, 
even after they start to develop patches of black 
feathers with big white spots. They can be 
identified most readily by their chunky, short-
tailed, strong-legged, spike-billed shape. 

A classic backyard challenge is the cryptic plumage 
of the juvenile Chipping Sparrow. While adults have 
a plain, smooth, gray chest, juveniles are heavily 
streaked there, and they also show extra streaking 
on the head and nape. Unlike most sparrows, many 
Chipping Sparrows retain some juvenile plumage 
through at least part of the fall migration, especially 

in western populations, so they may show up 
looking like this even far away from any breeding 
area. Aside from their overall size and shape, the 
young birds may be identified by face pattern: A 
strong dark line from the eye to the bill is a field 
mark separating them from Clay-colored and 
Brewer’s Sparrows, even in the youngest juveniles. 

Chipping Sparrow, juvenile August in Lake County, Oregon

European Starling, juvenile June in Harris County, Texas

Juvenile plumages are often more 
camouflaged than those of adults. Adult 
bluebirds, for example, show bright 
colors on the chest and back. On 
juveniles, the hues are replaced by a 
mottled pattern. On Chipping Sparrow, 
where adults have blocks of color, 
juveniles have streaks. These differences 
apply mainly to the head and body 
feathers. On juveniles, the larger feathers 
of the wings and tail tend to be colored 
like those of adults, and often these 
feathers are retained when the young 
birds molt and replace the body feathers.

Body feathers on juveniles tend to be 
loose and fluffy, reflecting the fact that 
they grow quickly. We might think of a 
songbird’s nest as a safe and snug haven, 
but, in fact, it’s a dangerous place. The 
begging cries of the young and the 
repeated visits by the parents are likely to 
draw the attention of predators. It’s 
advantageous for young birds to get out 
as soon as they can. So they pour their 
energy into growing strong wing and tail 
feathers, allowing them to flutter away 
from danger, while the flimsy body 
feathers will soon be replaced anyway.

It’s important to understand that 
juvenile and immature don’t mean the 
same thing in birding. Many birds take a 
while to achieve adult plumage. It may be 
a couple of years for warblers or bun-
tings, up to five years or more for eagles. 
Until the birds are in full adult plumage, 
we could call them immature or young or 
subadult or even something like first-year 
or second-year. But they are juveniles 
only while they are wearing their first 
full coat of feathers, the juvenile plum-
age. Keeping the right terminology in 
mind can help us to appreciate this 
unique phase of a young bird’s life.

“Juvenile plumage 
is different from any 

appearance later in their 
lives. And songbirds 

generally show the plumage 
only for a very short time.”
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A conundrum of spelling

The regular replacement of 
feathers is a subject so com-
plex that books have been 
written about it. (Steve Howell’s 
excellent Molt in North Ameri-
can Birds, Peterson Reference 
Guides, 2010, is highly recom-
mended.) If you read much on 
the topic, you’ll run across the 
word juvenal, and the different 
spelling can be confusing.

In a pioneering 1900 work on 
plumage and molt, American 
ornithologist Jonathan Dwight 
advocated the term juvenal for 
a bird’s first coat of feathers. 
He felt that juvenile was too 
vague and might be applied to 
any young bird (a problem that 
I discussed on the previous 
page). According to Dwight, 
juvenal would be more specific 
to one particular plumage.

His approach held sway for a 
century in North America, but it 
was always a source of friction. 
Some writers used juvenal only 
when focused on feathers — in 
other words, “juvenile birds 
wear juvenal plumage” — pro-
viding endless headaches for 
editors and proofreaders. 
Others claimed that a bird in 
juvenal plumage should be 
called “a juvenal,” and that 
juvenile could still be used for 
older immatures. Confusion 
reigned for decades.

In the meantime, British 
ornithologists merely insisted 
that the word juvenile should 
be used only for birds in this 
first plumage stage. No 
separate spelling was needed. 
This simpler approach is 
gaining fans in North America. 
Many recent works on bird ID 
have dropped the word 
juvenal, leaving it as a histori-
cal curiosity. 

In many birds, the differences between adult and 
juvenile plumages are slight. The feather pattern of 
this mockingbird, for example, differs from that of its 
parents mainly in dark spotting on the underparts. 
More subtly, its wing bars are fresher than those of 
adults at the same season. But there are other 
differences. This individual appears to have fledged 

recently. Its bill looks small and still has yellow, fleshy 
flanges at the corner of the gape. Its eyes are dark, 
while adults typically have pale yellowish white eyes. 
Finally, young mockingbirds constantly give a thin, 
high-pitched begging call. The note is interspersed in 
songs of many adult males, possibly just remembered 
and added to the mix with all their imitations. 

Potentially confusing if seen alone, a juvenile Red 
Crossbill looks utterly different from its parents, with 
heavy brown streaks and buff wing bars. Even the 
shape of the bill may not help as much as we might 
expect, since it may not be fully developed on young 
juveniles. Adding to the challenge, Red Crossbills 
have an irregular breeding season. They nest at 

practically any time of year when they find good cone 
crops, so free-flying juveniles might be seen any time 
from January to October. On this individual, we could 
note the short tail, long wingtips, and a stubby bill 
that’s beginning to show crossed mandible tips. And 
with luck, since crossbills are sociable, adults will be 
nearby to provide the final clue. 

Northern Mockingbird, juvenile April in Harris County, Texas

Red Crossbill, juvenile August in Lake County, Oregon
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