
Duck, Duck, Goose …. 
And Swan

Tim Hahn



• Locally Breeding Ducks
• Uncommon Breeding Ducks
• Seasonal Resident Ducks
• Migrant Ducks
• Unusual Rare Ducks
• Geese
• Swans

Categories of Waterfowl



• Plumage and Patterns
• Colors, and where they are on the duck

• Size and Shape
• Relative to other ducks and itself

• Habitat
• Marsh, Inland Lakes, Great Lakes, Rivers

• Time of Year
• Migrant vs Resident vs Seasonal

• Behavior
• Divers vs Dabblers

Keys to Duck ID



Plumage and 
Pattern

Both have a green head, with brown and 
white/gray. But where?

No. Shoveler – Brown on flanks, white chest

Mallard – Brown on chest, gray flanks. 



Plumage and 
Pattern

Both have a white face patch. 

Ruddy Duck – horizontal on cheek

Blue-winged Teal – vertical
crescent in front of eye



Size 
Comparison

Mallards are MASSIVE. Teal are TINY. 



Dabblers vs Divers
Dabbling Ducks Diving Ducks
Wood Duck Canvasback Bufflehead
Blue-winged Teal Redhead Common Goldeneye
Cinnamon Teal Ring-necked Duck Barrow's Goldeneye
Northern Shoveler Greater Scaup Hooded Merganser
Gadwall Lesser Scaup Common Merganser
Eurasian Wigeon King Eider Red-breasted Merganser
American Wigeon Harlequin Duck Ruddy Duck
Mallard Surf Scoter
American Black Duck White-winged Scoter
Northern Pintail Black Scoter
Green-winged Teal Long-tailed Duck



Local Breeders
Our Neighbor Ducks



• Mallard

• Wood Duck

• Blue-winged Teal

• Hooded Merganser

Local Breeders



Mallard

Large dabbler. Male distinctive. Female mottled 
brown with orange bill with heavy marking. 



Wood Duck

Medium sized dabbler. Male distinctive. Smaller 
bill than Mallard. Female has white tear drop 
shaped eye ring. Fuzzy hairdo on back of head.



Blue-winged 
Teal

Small dabbler. Male has unique white crescent 
on face. Female plainly mottled. Relatively 
large, broad bill. Slim neck and head.



Hooded 
Merganser

Only local breeding diving duck. Unique shape 
and plumage. Long thin bill for catching fish. 
Female dull chocolate brown with frizzy 
mohawk. 



Uncommon Breeders
Horicon Marsh and So on



a.American Black Duck
b.Northern Shoveler
c.Gadwall
d.American Wigeon
e.Redhead
f.Ruddy Duck – mother with ducklings confirmed at

Paradise Valley in 2015!

Uncommon Breeders

Closest confirmed 
breeding location in 
WBBA II was 
Horicon Marsh. 



American 
Black Duck

Large dabbler. Superficially similar to female 
Mallard. Male has dark chocolate body. Female  
is VERY similar to female Mallard. Strong 
demarcation on neck. Yellow bill. 



Northern 
Shoveler

Medium sized dabbler with large, wide bill. Color 
scheme on male shoveler are similar to male 
Mallard with different pattern. Female mottled 
similar to other dabblers. 



Gadwall

Medium sized dabbler with small, round head. 
Male is overall gray with black rump and silver 
primaries. Female similar to Mallard female, so 
note who she’s hanging around with. 



American 
Wigeon

Medium sized dabbler with small bill and tall 
round head. Male has distinct head plumage. 
Female is similar with muted color and all gray 
head.



Redhead

Diving duck; male with distinct plumage of dark 
rusty head, black chest, and gray flanks and 
back. Large blue bill with gold eyes. Female 
overall dull brown with darker back than flanks. 



Ruddy Duck

Small diving duck with unique shape. Short 
body, large bill on sloped head, often displaying 
upturned tail. Male shows dark rusty body and 
neck, black head with white cheek patch and 
large blue bill. Female mottled with lighter 
cheek. 



Ruddy Duck

Confirmed breeding at Paradise Valley in August 
2015 with a sighting of a mother with ducklings 
swimming southwest of the ADA blind.



Seasonal Residents
I think I’ll Stay for a Bit



Greater 
Scaup

Diving duck mainly found on Great Lakes. 
Male exhibits gray back, very light flanks, 
dark head, gray-blue bill and yellow eye. 
Head can appear green in some lighting. 
Female overall chocolate brown with white 
base of black bill with yellow eye. Key ID 
feature is head shape, which is generally 
rather round, with no discernable rear peak



Surf Scoter

Large diving duck primarily found on Great 
Lakes. Non-breeding bird has few markings 
other than two white spots on head, with a 
vertical spot behind the bill. 

Male in breeding plumage is jet black and has 
bright white patch on back of neck and orange 
bill. 



White-winged 
Scoter

Large diving duck primarily found on Great 
Lakes. Non-breeding bird shows white 
secondaries and two white spots on head, with 
a horizontal spot behind the bill. 

Male in breeding plumage is jet black with white 
eye “makeup” and pink-orange bill. 



White-winged vs. 
Surf Scoters

If the white secondaries aren’t visible, the spot 
behind the bill can still indicate which species 
you’re viewing. While subtle, Surf Scoters show 
a more vertical spot, while the White-winged 
Scoter’s spot is more horizontal. The feathering 
that meets the bill reaches farther down on the 
White-winged than the Surf Scoter.



Black Scoter

Our smallest scoter. Breeding male is all black 
with orange knob on bill. Females and non-
breeding males are dark and mottled on the 
back. Rounded head differentiates from other 
scoters. Cheek patch reminiscent of Ruddy 
Duck. 



Long-tailed 
Duck

Uniquely plumaged sea duck with striking white 
and black plumage with long tail. Female duller 
overall but still shows significant white. Often 
seen flying erratically far out on Great Lakes. 



Bufflehead

Our smallest diving duck, found inland and on 
Great Lakes bravely feeding in the roughest 
conditions. Male shows distinct black and white 
head pattern, black back and white flanks. 
Female plumage is subdued with black head 
and horizontal white ear spot. 



Common 
Goldeneye

Diving duck found anywhere from the Great 
Lakes to small rivers. Very active diver. 
Male sports white body with black back and 
wings with complex fringing between. Black, 
iridescent uniquely shaped head with small bill 
with white spot behind bill. Female has gray 
body with white secondaries and brown head. 
Golden eye very visible on adult birds.



Red-breasted 
Merganser

Diving duck mostly found on large bodies 
of water. Long bodied with spikey hairdo 
and long slender bill. 
Male has dark green head, red eye white 
neck and red, mottled breast. Gray flanks 
and dark back. Female mottled gray 
body, brown head with messy transition 
from gray body to brown head.



Common 
Merganser

Large, long-bodied diving duck. Male has 
dark green head white body with black 
back. Female gray bodied with rufous 
head, white chin and strong demarcation 
from neck to head. Both sexes have bright 
orange bill. 



Common vs 
Red-breasted 
Mergansers

Female and non-breeding birds of 
Common and Red-breasted Mergansers 
present difficult identification issues. 

Focus on the neck and chin. Female 
Common will have a strong demarcation 
from white neck to rufous head, and will 
also have a white chin. Red-breasted will 
not show either of these in their plumage.



Migrants
Just Passing Through



Northern 
Pintail

Slender dabbling duck with long neck that 
is found mostly on calm, inland bodies of 
water.

Male shows striking plumage of chocolate 
head with white neck and collar and 
silvery bill. Long “pintail” visible most 
times of year. Female overall mottled with 
plain face and dark gray bill. 



Green-winged 
Teal

Very small dabbler found mostly on calm 
inland bodies of water. Male displays 
distinctive plumage with chestnut face 
with green eye stripe, gray flanks and 
back with white shoulder crescent and 
black and white rump. Female overall 
mottled brown. 



Blue-winged vs 
Green-winged 

Teal

Female teals are very hard to tell apart. Both 
species will co-mingle making ID very difficult at 
times. Generally Blue-winged is a slimer, longer 
bird, with Green-winged being shorter and more 
round. Bill shape of the Blue-winged can appear 
reminiscent of a shoveler. Often, though, many 
teal must be left unidentified. 



There are twelve species in the genus AYTHYA. 
Five of them pass through Wisconsin in good numbers.

Aythya – Diving Ducks

a.Canvasback
b.Redhead
c.Ring-necked Duck

d.Greater Scaup
e.Lesser Scaup

The Tufted Duck, which visited Milwaukee this winter, 
is also in the AYTHYA genus.



Canvasback

Large diving duck with uniquely sloped 
head and bill. Male shows white 
“canvasback”, black chest and chestnut 
head with red eye. Female is similarly 
patterned with mostly muted colors. Can 
be found in large flocks on large inland 
lakes and Great Lakes.



Redhead vs 
Canvasback

Female Redhead and Canvasback have similar 
plumage, with the Canvasback showing a slightly 
lighter back. The species can best be 
differentiated by head shape. Canvasback are 
also slightly larger overall.



Ring-necked 
Duck

Medium sized diving duck with unique 
head shape. Male exhibits striking 
plumage and dark head that appears 
purple in certain lighting. Dark back and 
slate gray flanks with sharp point curling 
up into shoulder. Bill is gray with two 
white rings and black tip. Female pattern 
is similar but with significantly muted 
browns. 



Lesser 
Scaup

Diving duck that is superficially similar to 
Greater Scaup, but tends to stick to smaller 
inland bodies of water as opposed to the 
Great Lakes. Dark head with gold eye and 
gray-blue bill, gray back with lighter flanks 
and black chest are all similar to Greater 
Scaup. The Lesser’s head is peaked, 
however, and more vertically shaped. 



Lesser vs. Greater Scaup

Lesser and Greater Scaup are superficially very 
similar. The best way to differentiate between 
them is by head shape. Lesser Scaup has a 
peaked head, whereas Greater Scaup has a 
rounded head. Also note that the vast majority of 
Greater Scaup will be found on the Great Lakes, 
while Lesser Scaup tend to stick to inland lakes.



The Rare Birds
Special Visitors



Seen annually along 
Lake Michigan

Harlequin 
Duck



Irregular vagrant from the Old World, 
but usually seen at least once in 
Wisconsin each year, often in places 
like Horicon Marsh. Plumage similar 
to American Wigeon with different 
color scheme. 

Eurasian 
Wigeon



Teal found commonly in Western 
North America that often wanders 
east. Can often be seen as a hybrid 
with Blue-winged Teal. 

Cinnamon Teal



Occasional winter visitor from western 
NA. Note the different shaped head 
and white face patch. Flanks show 
different pattern of white than 
Common Goldeneye. 

King EiderBarrow’s Goldeneye

An arctic breeder. Females or 
immature birds visit Lake Michigan 
once every few years. Very large 
diving duck with much lighter plumage 
than our resident scoters. Male has 
clear striking plumage with orange 
knob on bill. 

Black-bellied Whistling Duck



Geese
They’re Bigger than Ducks 

…usually



Local breeders are of the maxima or 
Giant subspecies. Smaller subspecies 
that migrate through are mostly of the 
Lesser (parvipes) subspecies with 
others mixed in. 

Canada Goose

Branta canadensis maxima

Branta canadensis occidentalis/fulva



While superficially similar in appearance to 
Canada Goose, Cackling Goose is a much 
smaller bird, closer in size to a Mallard. A 
lone bird can be identified by it’s stubby bill 
and short neck. All Cacklers will be smaller 
than Lesser Canada Geese. 

Cackling Goose



Canada vs. Cackling Goose

Cackling Geese are SIGNIFICANTYLY smaller than 
any race of Canada Goose that we see in 
Wisconsin. Using the comparison of “Is it similar 
sized to a Mallard?” will help to keep from 
misidentifying this species. 



Close in size to Canada Goose, with most 
interesting plumage for any local goose. Overall 
brown body, neck and head, white face patch, 
orange bill and legs. Black horizontal marking on 
belly earns its nickname of “speckle-belly”. 

Greater White-fronted 
Goose



Medium sized goose with two phases: white 
and blue. White phase is all white except 
for black wing tips. Orange bill has very 
visible “grin patch” where mandibles meet. 

Snow Goose



Small goose with two phases: white and 
blue. Blue phase is extremely rare in 
Wisconsin. Superficially similar to Snow 
Goose in plumage, but similar in size to 
Cackling Goose. Least common regularly 
occurring goose species found in Wisconsin. 

Ross’s Goose



Snow vs. Ross’s Goose

Size is the best way to differentiate Snow from Ross’s Geese at a distance. Snow is 
certainly bigger than Ross’s. Head and bill shape are also helpful, with Snow Goose 
showing a significantly more prevalent “grin patch” and longer bill in relation to its head.



Compact goose with unique plumage. All 
black head and neck, except for some white 
marking under the chin in some subspecies. 
Dark gray mottled back with lighter mottled 
belly. Common on both coasts, with one 
occasionally finding itself lost in Wisconsin.

Brant



Swans
Big White Birds that are 

Hard to Tell Apart



Once endangered, the Trumpeter is our only 
native breeding swan in Wisconsin. It’s also 
the largest swan, and heaviest bird in North 
America. It’s bill is wedge shaped, with 
straight upper mandible and no yellow lores.

Trumpeter 
Swan



Smaller than Trumpeter Swan, and usually seen in 
larger flocks. Top mandible of bill is often decurved, 
and can show yellow on lores in breeding season. 
Does not breed in Wisconsin. Can often be heard, and 
maybe even seen, migrating at night. 

Tundra Swan



Trumpeter vs. Tundra Swan

Other than overall size, native swans can be differentiated by their bill shape. Trumpeter has a 
straighter, wedge shaped upper mandible, with Tundra has more concaved mandible.
If yellow lores are present, it’s a Tundra, as Trumpeter never shows this feature. Lack of yellow 
lores is not an indicator however. Also, the line of the gape of a Trumpeter is straighter than 
that of a Tundra. 



Mute Swans are non-native residents that were 
imported from the Old World for ornamental purposes. 
Their orange bill and black knob is unique among 
swans. They are aggressive to other swans and other 
intruders, and have been known to evict local 
Trumpeters. Efforts to remove them from the landscape, 
have been mostly successful, but some neighborhood 
associations have made it known they would like to 
keep their resident Mute Swans. 

Mute Swan



Ducks in Flight



Mallard &
American Black Duck

Dark bird with lighter underwings is key marking 
for flying Am. Black Duck when differentiating 
from Mallard. They also lack white along the 
blue secondaries. 



Wood Duck & 
Northern Shoveler

Look for color pattern and bill of shoveler. 
Wood Duck will have wide tail and bob head in flight.



Redhead & 
Canvasback

Similar plumage but Canvasback has a 
significantly lighter colored body. 



No. Pintail, Gadwall 
& Am. Wigeon

These three are tough, as they don’t jump out at you. Pintails are a bit easier, but Gadwall and Am. 
Wigeon are very difficult to differentiate. 

Northern Pintail – Slender with long tail.
Gadwall – All gray with white secondaries, black rump
American Wigeon – White wing patches, and smaller head



Blue-winged vs. 
Green-winged Teal

If you can’t figure out which teal you’re looking at, 
just wait for them to fly, and they’ll tell you. 
While in flight, any teal you see will be significantly 
smaller than all other ducks they’re with 



Common Goldeneye vs. 
Bufflehead

Basic pattern is similar. Look for obvious white 
patch on back of Bufflehead. 



Common & Red-breasted 
Mergansers

While both species show white secondaries, 
males are distinctive in flight. To differentiate 
females, look for dark outer wings on Common 
Mergs, which Red-breasted Mergs lack. 



Ring-necked Ducks 
and Scaup

IDK, 
GOOD LUCK!
Actually, the amount of white in the wings can 
be used to separate these species, but it’s 
extremely difficult to do in the field. 



Ducklings



Wood Duck & Mallard Ducklings
Wood Ducklings are a bit paler yellow than Mallard ducklings. Also, the eye stripe on a Mallard duckling 
goes past the eye towards the bill, whereas a Wood Duckling’s stripe stops at the eye. 



Who’s Who?
If you can’t tell who the duckling is, see who 
they’re hanging out with. This works MOST of 
the time.



Eclipse Plumage
Many waterfowl go through a full molt in summer, changing out their 
old feathers for new. This leaves them looking disheveled, and often 
flightless. Identifying ducks during this period can be difficult, but if 
we consider time and circumstance, being confident in our 
identification is possible. That said, leaving birds identified as “teal 
sp.” is more than acceptable. We will never be able to identify 100% 
of the birds we see. 



Gadwall

Mallard



Hooded Merganser

Wood Duck



You didn’t think you could 
get through a duck 

identification tutorial with me 
without a quiz did you? 



Quiz Time

A B



Quiz Time

D
C



Quiz Time

E F



Quiz Time

G
H



Quiz Time

I J



Quiz Time

K L



Answers



Common 
Goldeneye Bufflehead

A B



Mallard
Am. Black Duck

DC



Tundra Swan Trumpeter Swan

FE



Greater Scaup Lesser Scaup

G H



Canvasback Redhead

JI



TRICK QUESTION!
I saw these Mottled Ducks 
in the Rio Grande Valley 

on Nov. 10, 2021

Lesson – Always keep location, date, and range of 
expected species in mind when identifying birds.

LK
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