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Disclaimer

• Every center has their own method of  care for the animals they rescue. 

There are many ways to accomplish the same goal. It is up to each of  you to 

find what works for you.



Introduction to Baby Songbirds

• While I am using “songbirds” in the general sense, we will also be talking about other passerines like 
woodpeckers.

• Some terms to keep in mind:

• Nestling: A baby bird still confined to the nest.

• Fledgling: A baby bird that has left the nest but is not yet able to fly confidently or forage for food independent 
of  the parents.

• Altricial: Baby birds that are immobile, blind, and defenseless (most passerines)

• Precocial: Baby birds that are able to run and forage almost immediately after hatching (chickens, ducks, etc.)

• Pin feathers: Feathers that have emerged from the follicle but not the encasement (often have a blue tone)

• Crop: Muscular pouch used for storage of  food prior to digestion

• Glottis: Opening at the bag of  a bird’s tongue that leads to the lungs



Handling Songbird Calls

• Determine the age of  the baby bird:

• Does the bird have feathers over most of  its body? (Not including down feathers)

• Is the bird hopping around and/or standing on its own?

• People who have found a fledgling often think it is a bird with a broken wing because they are 
running and hopping but not flying.

• If  the answer to the above questions is “yes,” then the bird is a fledgling. If  not, you are 
dealing with a nestling who has fallen from its nest.

• The best way to determine the age is to have the caller send you a photo of  the animal. 
These days, most people have smart phones and should be able to easily get a photo and 
send it your way.



Handling Songbird Calls Cont’d

Nestling
• Is the nest accessible? If  so, the best 

thing the caller can do is put the bird 
back. 

• If  the nest has fallen, walk the caller 
through building a makeshift nest.

• If  the parent(s) is dead or the nest is 
inaccessible, it might be time to bring 
the bird in.

Fledgling
• Are the parents present? Tell the caller to 

look for agitated birds (mom and dad won’t 
be happy about strangers by their baby).

• If  parents are not immediately noticeable, have 
the caller wait at a distance for around 15 to 30 
minutes watching for an adult bird to fly by the 
baby.

• If  the caller knows the parents are dead or if  
the fledgling is injured, it might be time to 
bring the bird in.



Bird and Moon Comics



Transporting Orphaned Songbirds

• Tell the caller to never, ever, EVER feed or water an orphaned bird. This can 

make your job impossible.

• To transport the bird, the caller should have it in a small box with paper 

towels to help soak up any waste. Young birds need to be kept warm. This 

can be accomplished by adding a bottle filled with hot water to the box.

• Make sure the caller knows that petting, kissing, or talking to the bird can actually 

frighten the baby.



Admitting Orphan Songbird Patients

• Establish a history by asking the rescuer questions

• How long have they had the bird in their possession? Did they feed or water the 

animal? Was the animal injured in some way? What behavior have they noticed (is it 

lethargic, unbalanced, etc…)?

• Physically examine the orphan

• Look for broken bones, swelling, blood, abrasions, and assess body condition.

• Body condition: Check the keel to establish signs of  emaciation, check for dehydration, etc..



NESTLING CARE AND HOUSING
How to feed and properly house nestling birds

Nestling Chipping Sparrows and Cowbird



Housing Nestling Songbirds

• Thermoregulation is very difficult for nestling birds so they must be kept warm.

• Makeshift incubators can be fashioned using a 10 gallon aquarium and a 40 watt incandescent or heat 
bulb.

• Temperature should be kept around 90 degrees F.

• Creating a nest

• If  the rescuer brought the nest with the bird, do not use it! It is probably infested with parasites like 
mites and lice.

• Build a nest out of  napkins, bowls, and, if  you have them, knitted nests. There are lots of  places to get 
knitted nests. Check out www.facebook.com/wildliferescuenests

• Make sure the nest is just barely big enough to fit the bird(s) so that their bodies are fully supported and 
they are not just lying on a flat bottom.

http://www.facebook.com/wildliferescuenests


Examples of  nests



Feeding Nestlings

• Before you do this, you must identify the species of  baby bird you are 

working with. Once you have determined whether your orphan is an 

omnivore, insectivore, or frugivore/granivore, it is time to get the food ready. 

The Songbird Diet Index is a great tool to use (if  you know the species of  

your orphan) when determining diet.

• We will go over songbird ID later in the presentation



Feeding Nestlings

Frugivore/granivore

• Example: Mourning Dove

• Nestling Diet: Mazuri

Frugivorous/Granivorous Nestling 

Diet

• Method of  Feeding: 1cc syringe

Omnivore

• Example: American Robin

• Nestling Diet: Mazuri Nestling 

Hand Feeding Formula 5S90 

(Omnivore)

• Method of  Feeding: 1cc syringe



Helpful Hint: The powder will last longer if  you keep it in the freezer!



Other Passerines

• Strict insectivores like swifts and swallows require whole insects rather than 

formulas. Feed them pinched mealworms, pinched crickets, pinched 

caterpillars (non toxic species), etc…



Feeding Nestlings

• How to syringe feed baby passerines

• Fill your 1 cc syringe with formula and insert it into the back of  the orphan’s throat. 

• Slowly depress the syringe while watching the crop. Do NOT overfill! Once the crop fills (and stays 
filled), the baby is full.

• How often should you feed your songbirds?

• For most NESTLING passerines, they should be fed every 20 to 30 minutes. We use a kitchen timer to 
keep all of  our staff  on task.

• How long is the formula good for?

• Do not make the formula too far in advance. Only make enough to last two to four hours at a time.



FLEDGLING CARE AND HOUSING
How to feed and properly house fledgling birds

Blue jay fledgling begging for food



Determining When a Nestling Becomes a 

Fledgling

• Once the nestling has most of  its feathers and begins to be more active, it is 

time for them to move into a space where they can practice perching. 

• If  you have a nestling in your incubator that keeps escaping its nest, that is a sure sign it 

is ready for larger accomodations!



Housing Fledglings

• Transition:

• Do not move a baby bird straight from the incubator to a large conditioning cage.

• Move the fledgling to a 10 gallon aquarium with a heat lamp. The lamp should only be 

turned on at night or during cooler days while the baby is weaned off  of  the heat.

• Keep the heat lamp on one side rather than the middle so the bird can cool off  if  necessary.

• Provide plenty of  sticks for perching. For woodpeckers, chimney swifts, and other 

clinging birds, provide vertical walls of  bark for climbing.

• Continue hand feeding but provide cut up food in bowls to encourage self-feeding.



Housing Fledglings



Housing Fledglings

• Moving to pre-conditioning cages

• Before moving the birds to outdoor aviaries, put them in a halfway house in order to 

help them transition to living in a bigger space while still being able to make sure they 

are eating enough.

• These cages should offer plenty of  height, perching of  various sizes, different types of  

substrate, and food and water in various areas to promote self-feeding and foraging.

• Why perching is important



Housing Fledglings



Housing Fledglings: Conditioning Cages

• Once the orphaned bird is eating well and showing bounds of  energy, it is time to 
move them to a pre-release conditioning cage. This cage should be outdoors (if  
possible) with PLENTY of  perching, food, water, ways to feed naturally, places to 
hide, and very little human contact.

• Caging should be predator proof  but allow insects to enter and leave to promote 
natural hunting and foraging behaviors.

• Food should be provided in ways that the birds have to work for it or forage for it 
as they would in nature.

• If  possible, plant berry bushes and seeding plants (like sunflowers) to encourage the birds to 
feed naturally.



Housing Fledglings: Conditioning Cage

This aviary is around 50 ft long by 20 ft wide by 

10 ft tall (estimating). We have natural plants 

growing along with hides for the comfort of  the 

orphans. The cage is double wired with .5 inch 

coated wire on the outside, a three inch space, and 

then coated chicken wire on the inside. This helps 

keep predators from bothering the patients but 

allows insects to move in and out so the birds can 

forage and hunt.



Feeding Fledglings

• Once a baby bird is out of  the incubator, it is time for them to start eating 

some solids. Make sure you are providing the proper food to each species. 

Once again, I highly recommend the Songbird Diet Index.

• Have appropriate food available for self-feeding. 

• Use chopped up food (fruit, mealworms, etc…) dipped in formula for handfeeding

• For mourning doves, use a seed shaker (see photo on next slide).



Feeding Fledglings: Mourning Doves

Use a plastic tube open on one end. Fill with 

seed and then wrap open end with vet-wrap or 

gauze. Make a small incision just big enough for 

the dove’s beak to fit through. Holding the dove, 

gently move the shaker up and down to 

encourage feeding. You will begin to see the seed 

flowing into the dove’s mouth and feel the seeds 

in the crop on the bird’s chest. Make sure to use 

millet seed.



Feeding Fledglings: Conditioning Cages

• It is important to encourage natural feeding. Using live insects, live plants, 

and hiding food to encourage foraging are some ways to get birds ready to 

find food on their own.

• Example: For worm-eating birds like American robins, we fill a long, flat tote with dirt 

and introduce night crawlers. We then put this tote in the cage so that the robins may 

hunt for and naturally feed on worms.

• Example: For seed-eating birds like finches, we cut seed heads off  of  grasses, 

sunflowers, and other plants and place them all around the conditioning cages. This 

teaches them to recognize places to find natural food sources.



Releasing Young Birds

• Once you are confident that the bird has become self-sufficient, it is time to get them back 
into the wild! The bird should be physically fit, active, and really not a fan of  yours 

• You know you’ve done your job well when the animal wants to get as far from you as fast as they can!!

• Soft Release

• At Back to the Wild, we have a large bird-feeding station as well as a plethora of  natural places to find 
food. Because of  this, many of  the passerines we rehabilitate are released right on our property. This 
allows the birds to transition to finding food on their own while still having a ready source to feed 
from.

• If  you cannot provide this on your own, look for volunteers with prime habitats for the species you are 
releasing. Not choosing a proper release site negates all of  the work you’ve done over the past several 
weeks.



1…2…3…Be Free!!



LEARNING TO IDENTIFY NESTLINGS AND FLEDGLINGS
Some tips on figuring out what the heck that bird is!



Identifying Baby Birds

• Here are important characteristics to look at when determining what species you’re 
working with:

• Mouth color

• Gape flanges color

• Beak shape

• Down (presence and color)

• Skin color

• Leg color

• Feathers (on older nestlings and fledglings)



American Goldfinch

Mouth color: Pinkish to pinkish red in color

Gape flanges: Pale, creamy yellow.

Beak: Tiny, straight and narrow

Down: white to pale gray

Skin: Flesh toned

Legs/feet: short, pink and stubby

Feathers: Olive-brown with buff wing bars and rump

American Goldfinches, as adults, are anywhere from a dull shade of olive 

to a beautiful, rich golden color depending on age and time of year.  Look

for a pointed, thin beak  and single buff wing bar in 

otherwise black wings.  Not as much speckling on chest and body as in 

house finches and other small finch or finch-like birds. House finches also have a 
much heavier beak.

Food: Seed-eater.  Some insect material.  Nyjer seed should be available at all times.



American Robin

Mouth color: Bright yellow outer with orange inner

Gape Flanges: Wide and pale yellow in color

Beak: Very wide and triangular

Down: Sparse but long.  Off white in color, usually located on 
head, back and legs.

Skin color: Yellowish-pink

The American robin will resemble many birds in the thrush 
family, including Eastern bluebirds.  Remember, just because 
the pin feathers may look blue, that does not mean it’s a 
bluebird!  Robins are a little larger and will quickly exhibit a 
rust color on their chest once feathers begin to grow in.

Food: Omnivore.  Should have a variety of mincedfruits, 
currants and always have mealworms available.



Blue Jay

Mouth Color: Bright red

Gape Flanges: White, very thin and barely visible.

Beak: Flat, triangular

Down: None

Skin: Red early but changes to a grey/brown as they age.

Feathers: Blue/grey with white wing bars.

Blue jays are easily identified by the shape of  their beakas well as the 
startling clarity and brightness of  the red inside of  their mouths.  As 
their feathers begin to come in, you will notice a very easily identified 
white wing bar and the beginnings of  a crest.  Note the picture of  the 
fledgling to the right and the coloration on the face as well as the wings.

Food: Omnivore.  Only about 25% of  the diet is made up of  insect 
material so provide plenty of  fruits, nuts and seed.



Chipping Sparrow

Mouth Color: Pinkish to red in color

Gape Flanges: Pale yellow and thin

Beak: Short and pointy

Down: Fairly thick, dark grey in color

Skin: Dark red

This tiny little bird may be mistaken for a house finch, goldfinch or house sparrow.  

There are a few key differences to keep in mind.

Vs. Goldfinch: Goldfinches do not exhibit heavy streaking on their bodies as feathers grow 
in.  They also are more olive toned rather than brown and tan.  As nestlings, their down is a 
lighter, whitish color rather than dark grey.

Vs. House finch: The biggest and most notable difference between these two is size.  House 
finches are a larger bird than chipping sparrows.  House finches also have a more  intense 
red color to their mouths.  Their down tends to be whitish in color rather than grey.

Vs. House sparrow: The biggest difference between house sparrows and chipping sparrows 
are their gapes.  House sparrows have much larger, almost swollen bright, yellow gapes.  
They also do not have any down as nestlings.

Food: True omnivores.  Provide insect material as well as small seeds (nyjer and millet) 
and minced grapes and currants.



European Starling

Mouth Color: Bright yellow with light pink around the tongue

Gape Flanges: Bright yellow, swollen; lower flange is wider and 

larger than the upper

Beak: Very wide, triangular

Down: Long, grayish white

Skin: Pale pink changing to grey

Feathers: Grey to black, paler underneath

The European starling may be confused with a grackle or, when 

they are featherless, with a robin.  However, their uneven gape 

flanges should be a dead giveaway every time.  No other bird has 

that.  In addition, starlings have a yellow inner mouth rather than 

a red, like the grackle, or an orange, like the robins.



Dead Giveaway



Thanks for Coming!

• If  you have questions, let me know!

• I am in the process of  putting together a book to help with baby bird ID. If  

you have clear photos of  gapes, mouths, feathers, etc. for baby birds that 

you’d like to share, let me know!

• You can email me with questions at Backtothewildstaff@gmail.com

mailto:Backtothewildstaff@gmail.com

