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Kaufman Field Guide to Birds of North America: A Comprehensive Review

For birders of all experience levels, a reliable field guide is the cornerstone of successful birdwatching. Among the 

many options available, the Kaufman Field Guide to Birds of North Americahas earned a reputation as one of

the most trusted resources for identifying the continent’s diverse avian life. Whether you’re a novice stepping into

the woods for the first time or a seasoned naturalist who has spent decades on the trail, this guide offers a blend of

scientific precision, practical usability, and stunning visual appeal that sets it apart from other titles.

History and Legacy of the Kaufman Field Guide

The Kaufman Field Guide series began in the early 1980s, when Robert Kaufman and his colleagues recognized a 

need for a field guide that combined high-quality illustrations with an approachable layout. Since then, the series 

has grown into a family of books covering not only North American birds but also the flora and fauna of the 

continent. The flagship book, Kaufman Field Guide to Birds of North America, has been updated several times,

with the latest edition incorporating the most recent taxonomic changes and expanded photographic content.

What makes this guide stand out is its commitment to scientific accuracy while remaining accessible. The authors

consult with ornithologists, birding experts, and citizen scientists to ensure that each entry reflects the latest

research. The result is a field guide that is both a reliable reference and an engaging companion for everyday

birdwatching.

Design and Layout: Usability at a Glance

Compact Size, Big Impact

One of the first things readers notice about the Kaufman Field Guide is its compact, pocket-friendly design. At 11.5

inches by 8.5 inches, the book is lightweight enough to carry in a backpack or tote while still providing ample space

for illustrations and text. The hardcover construction protects it from rain, dirt, and accidental drops—a critical

feature for field use.

Color-Coded Sections

The guide is organized into color-coded sections that correspond to bird families and habitats. This intuitive system

allows birders to quickly locate the group of birds they are interested in without flipping through the entire book. For

example, the “Waterfowl” section is highlighted in blue, while “Songbirds” appear in green. The color scheme also

aids in memory retention, making it easier to recall where certain species are located.

Clear, Readable Typography

Text in the guide is printed in a legible sans-serif typeface at 10-point size, ensuring that even in low light 

conditions, the information remains readable. Headings are bolded, and key terms are highlighted in boldto draw

attention. The use of bullet points and numbered lists simplifies the presentation of complex identification features.

Illustrations vs. Photographs

While many field guides rely heavily on photographs, the Kaufman Field Guide balances both photographic images



and hand-drawn illustrations. The photographs capture real-life plumage variations, while the illustrations

emphasize diagnostic features such as beak shape, eye ring, and wing pattern. This dual approach caters to

birders who prefer quick visual confirmation as well as those who appreciate detailed anatomical cues.

Identification Features: What Makes the Guide Accurate

Taxonomic Updates

The authors stay up to date with the latest taxonomic revisions issued by the American Ornithological Society and

other authoritative bodies. The guide reflects changes such as split species, new subspecies, and reclassifications,

ensuring that birders have the most current information at their fingertips.

Diagnostic Key Points

Each species entry includes a concise “Identification” section that highlights key characteristics such as:

•  Plumage color and pattern

•  Size relative to familiar objects (e.g., “about the size of a sparrow”)

•  Vocalization notes (where applicable)

•  Behavioral traits (e.g., “often forages in pairs”)

•  Habitat preference (e.g., “found in marshes and wet meadows”)

These bullet points are designed to be scanned quickly, allowing birders to confirm a species in seconds.

Range Maps and Distribution

Each species includes a color-coded range map that illustrates the geographic distribution across North America.

The maps are simplified for clarity, but they also show breeding, wintering, and migratory stopover areas. This

visual tool is invaluable for determining whether a species is likely to be seen in a particular region at a given time

of year.

Field Markers and Quick Reference Guides

The Kaufman Field Guide features a handy “Field Markers” section at the back of the book. This section lists

common field marks—such as “long tail” or “black eye stripe”—that help birders quickly rule out or confirm species.

The markers are grouped by family, making it easy to cross-reference while on the trail.

Practical Use: How to Maximize the Guide in the Field

Preparing Before You Go

Before heading out, take a few minutes to familiarize yourself with the guide’s layout. Locate the section that covers

the habitat you will encounter. For example, if you are exploring a coastal marsh, find the “Waterfowl” and “Waders”

sections. This pre-planning saves time and reduces the stress of flipping through the book in the field.

Using the Guide While Observing

When you spot a bird, start with the most obvious features: size, shape, and color. Then refer to the guide’s

“Identification” bullet points. Use the range map to confirm that the species is present in your area during that

season. If you are uncertain, consult the field markers for quick confirmation.

Recording Observations

Many birders keep a field notebook or use a mobile app to record sightings. The Kaufman Field Guide’s concise

species descriptions make it easy to jot down key details—such as the bird’s call, behavior, and habitat—without

losing your focus on the observation.



Learning From Mistakes

Misidentification is a natural part of birdwatching. After each outing, review the species you identified and cross-

check them with the guide. This practice reinforces learning and helps you refine your identification skills over time.

Comparison With Other Popular Field Guides

National Audubon Society Field Guide

The Audubon guide is renowned for its stunning watercolor illustrations. While these images are beautiful, they

sometimes lack the precise detail needed for quick identification in the field. The Kaufman guide, on the other hand,

offers a balanced mix of photographs and line drawings that emphasize diagnostic features.

The Peterson Field Guide

Peterson’s guide is celebrated for its comprehensive coverage and detailed range maps. However, its larger size

and more dense text can be overwhelming for beginners. The Kaufman Field Guide’s streamlined layout and

concise bullet points make it more approachable for birders who want to quickly identify species without sifting

through lengthy descriptions.

The Sibley Guide

While the Sibley guide is highly detailed, its heavy use of illustrations can sometimes obscure subtle color

variations. The Kaufman guide’s inclusion of photographs provides a more realistic view of plumage, especially for

species with complex color patterns.

Tips and Tricks for Birdwatching with the Kaufman Field Guide

Start Early in the Morning

Many birds are most active during the early hours. Arriving early allows you to observe a greater variety of species

and to make use of the guide’s range maps to anticipate which birds are likely to be present.

Use a Pair of Binoculars

A good pair of binoculars (8x42 or 10x42) enhances your ability to see fine details such as eye color, wing bars,

and tail length. When you see a bird, compare it to the guide’s illustration side by side.

Practice Identifying Similar Species

Some species look remarkably similar at a glance. Spend time practicing with pairs of species that commonly

cause confusion—such as the Northern and Western Meadowlarks, or the American and Eastern Bluebirds. Use

the guide’s diagnostic features to distinguish between them.

Pay Attention to Vocalizations

Many field guides include vocalization notes, and the Kaufman Field Guide is no exception. Listening for

characteristic calls or songs can confirm a visual identification, especially for species that share similar plumage.

Use the Guide’s Field Markers as a Quick Check

When you’re unsure about a species, flip to the field markers section and cross-check the bird’s observed traits.

This quick reference can save you from misidentification.

Buying the Kaufman Field Guide: Where and How

Physical Copies



Physical copies of the guide are available at major bookstores, specialty birding shops, and online retailers such as

Amazon, Barnes & Noble, and specialty wildlife supply stores. When purchasing, look for the most recent edition to

ensure you have the latest taxonomic updates.

Digital Versions

For those who prefer a digital format, the guide is available as an eBook for Kindle, iPad, and other e-readers. The

digital version includes interactive features such as zoomable illustrations and searchable text, making it convenient

for quick reference while on the move.

Cost Considerations

Prices vary depending on the format and retailer. A new hardcover edition typically ranges from $30 to $40, while

digital versions can be slightly cheaper. Look for discounts or bundles that include other Kaufman titles for a

comprehensive birding resource.

Conclusion

The Kaufman Field Guide to Birds of North Americaremains a staple for birdwatchers across the continent. Its

thoughtful design, accurate identification keys, and user-friendly layout make it an indispensable tool for both

beginners and experienced naturalists. Whether you’re navigating a forest trail, a wetland marsh, or an urban park,

this guide equips you with the knowledge and confidence to spot, identify, and appreciate the rich avian diversity

that surrounds us. Invest in a copy today and let the Kaufman Field Guide become your trusted companion on

every birding adventure.
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