How TO LEARN BIRD SONG — A BEGINNER’S GUIDE
Geoff Upton

Many people find it difficult to learn bird songs, but it really isn't any harder than learning any
other skill. It does require a bit of effort, but this article aims to give some tips for how to get
started if you're new to birding.

The key to learning bird songs is to master the dozen or so common birds that you can hear
everywhere and build knowledge once you're confident with those. You can’t learn a
language in a few days, neither can you learn bird songs quickly — although much easier to
learn than a new foreign language! My simple advice has five steps.

1 Start early in the year

The best time to start learning is in January and February. There aren't many birds singing
then, so it's easy to focus on them one at a time. There are six species you should be able to
learn straight away: Robin, Wren, Dunnock, Great Tit, Collared Dove and Woodpigeon. You
may occasionally come across other birds singing at this time of year — a Goldcrest or a
Starling for example — but these six are the most likely. Songs are much more prolonged
than other calls, and most sound very attractive to human ears.

Go for an early morning walk every week round a town park or village green near where you
live, listening for birds singing. On a nice day you should be able to find three or four birds
singing. Nearly all birds call, some almost constantly, but song is a specific kind of sound
associated with breeding and defending a territory, given mainly in the breeding season.
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2 Learn to distinguish the pitch, pattern and impression of each

Each bird song has a distinctive sound by which other birds and you can recognise it. When
you hear a new song, stop and listen for a long enough time to learn it. Pay attention to
whether the song is high-pitched like a Robin or low-pitched like a Woodpigeon. Does it
repeat the same phrase over and over again like a Cuckoo or Song Thrush, or does it
perform a vocal virtuoso like a Nightingale or Blackbird? Does the song include characteristic
features like the rattling trill in a Wren's song? Does it end on a rising or falling note?

And how would you describe the song, what is its impression? Is it rather sad and wistful like
a Robin or jaunty and rather scratchy like a Dunnock? Does it start slowly and build up to a
volley, like a Chaffinch? You can give each bird something that will help you remember it by
- a silly name, or a description that means something to you.

3 Learn to tune into bird sounds
Try to adopt the habit of using your ears as much as your eyes. Listen out for all bird calls,
but don't worry about identifying all the calls you hear. If you're just starting, focus on songs.



Calls can come later; it is incredibly useful to recognise all bird calls, but keep your learning
targets simple!

Only some bird species actually sing. Most passerines do, although with some like House
Sparrow or Long-tailed Tit it's not always obvious as song, and some non-passerines sing as
well, such as pigeons, waders and cuckoos. Birds sing most strongly and consistently in the
morning, so try to get out for your bird song walk before 09.30 if you can.

As you take a walk, try to identify each bird you hear singing. If you hear an unfamiliar song,
try to see it so you can work out what it is. The Merlin bird app is good to have on your
phone, but don't rely on it too much. It doesn't always identify correctly, and it doesn't always
home in on the bird you want it to listen to. It's better to try to identify the song yourself and
use Merlin for checking. You can play recordings of songs on Merlin too. Other apps
including eBird and Collins Bird Guide will play you samples of song if you have an inkling of
what it might be.

4 Keep up the weekly walks through March and April

Things get more exciting as spring comes, but also more challenging. Our six common
earlier songsters are gradually joined by another six or more that you should encounter on
your walks: Blackbird, Song Thrush, Chaffinch, Goldfinch, Chiffchaff and Blackcap. You
might hear a few other birds in town too such as Coal Tit or Greenfinch to keep you on your
toes, but there still aren’t very many! By the middle of April, there will typically be half a
dozen birds singing at the same time, so be patient and be prepared to stop and wait in a
good spot. If you apply the same learning approach to master these by mid-April you will be
ready to face the excitement of the new songbirds that arrive from late April into May and
June.

5 Apply your learning whenever and wherever you go

The 12 or 15 birds you've learned are common everywhere in the UK, in towns, gardens,
woodland, lakeside, riverside, even mountain and moor for many of them. But away from
town, they are joined by plenty of others. Knowing these 12 or 15 will give you a basis for the
rest. It's very helpful, for example, to know Blackcap song before trying to learn other
warblers, and Chaffinch and Goldfinch before other finches.

You may be surprised how abundant these 12 or 15 species are, not just in the UK but in
northern Europe too, and some even further afield. Wrens, Song Thrushes, Dunnocks and
Blackcaps are easily overlooked if they're quiet but in the magical spring you can hear and
see them everywhere.

Good luck and most of all, don’t be daunted by the impenetrable wall of sound you might
hear if you go out on a dawn walk in May! Start simple and build up over time to improve
your knowledge.

Beginners’ Guide to Common Bird Songs
The notes below are based on handouts prepared for participants in bird song walks in 2024
and 2025.

Birds Singing in Dorset Towns and Villages in January and February

Goldcrest: Wheedley — wheedley — wheedley — wheedley - wheedledediddley. Repeated,
very high-pitched, all on same pitch, ends in a terminal flourish. Similar-sounding Firecrest
(less common) has rising pitch and no terminal flourish. Both are inaudible to some older
ears! Common in parks and gardens; both often sing in winter.

Robin: Long, high-pitched, drawn out phrases, with a wistful quality, no trills, improvised,
never repeats. Sings a lot in winter, even at night in towns. Female Robins sing as well as
males, especially in winter, and recent research suggests that females of many - or even
most - birds will sing sometimes.



Dunnock: Quite long phrases, high-pitched, jaunty, perhaps ‘scratchy’. Sings quite often,
keeping a low profile but song is often from exposed perch. Could be confused with Robin.

Wren: Distinctive loud, repeated series of high-pitched trills. Very common everywhere and
can sing all year.

Cetti’s Warbler: Chu - chuwee — chuwee — chuwee — chuwee. Ridiculously loud, explosive
bursts of song, invariably from a hidden position near water. May be heard in riverside
vegetation in many towns, especially near the coast.

Goldfinch: Liquid yet metallic-sounding random high-pitched twittering with occasional
trills. Song similar to calls. Common in town and gardens, where likely to be in a flock in
winter.

Great Tit: Repeated teacher — teacher — teacher —teacher. Commonly heard in gardens and
parks from January onwards. The similar-sounding Coal Tit’s song is thinner, higher-pitched
and faster. Blue Tit’s song is sweet, high-pitched and quiet and is heard less frequently.

Chaffinch: Distinctive descending series of short trills, ending in terminal flourish,
repeated. Medium/high pitch. All Chaffinches sound the same (with regional variations).
Starts to sing mid-February but may be heard practising earlier. Common in parks, gardens,
roadsides.

Starling: A bizarre mixture of squawks, whistles, warbles, clucking, bill-clicking
interspersed with decent imitations of other birds they've heard locally. Birds usually sing
from a prominent perch (chimney pot, telephone wire) and can be seen drooping and
quivering their wings as they sing. Sings commonly on fine mornings. Usually breeds around
human habitation.

Song Thrush: Short, clear, powerful, notes, repeated three or four times, followed by
another different series. Medium-pitch and warm in tone. Often includes imitations of other
bird calls. Sings occasionally throughout winter, becomes more audible in spring, revealing
they are often more common than we think!

Blackbird: Arguably our best songbird in towns and gardens. Protracted, clear, complicated
warbling phrases of medium pitch and warm tone. Improvises, does not repeat. Starts to
sing in February but some individuals may practice beforehand on mild days.

Similar-sounding Mistle Thrush has shorter phrases, loud and clear, at quicker tempo than
Blackbird. Often sings from top of a high tree. Less likely to be heard in towns but fairly
common in woodland and parkland around towns.

Woodpigeon: But Who Hoots, Who Hooits....... But Who Hoots, Who Hoots....... Repeated
phrases, low pitch, always the same; all Woodpigeons sound pretty much the same.

In towns you can also hear Rock Dove/Feral Pigeon singing, a soft, purring cooing song
often heard under bridges, semi-derelict or derelict buildings, and dovecotes.

Stock Dove does two-syllable phrases Cooo — uh, a bit like a Woodpigeon ending with an
almost-cough. Stock Dove doesn’t occur in towns but is quite common in woodland and
farmland on the edges of towns.

Collared Dove: Cuck-00 — you... Cuck-00 — you... . Repeated phrases, three syllables,
low pitch, middle note higher than the others; all Collared Doves sound the same. Song
sometimes mistaken for Cuckoo, but different pitch and always three syllables. Common in
gardens and parks. All pigeons and doves sing all year.

Additional birds Singing in Dorset Towns and Villages in March and April



Chiffchaff: Tirric - chip — chop — chap — chip — chap — chup Loud, cheerful, unmistakeable,
often first sign of ‘real’ spring. The ‘tirric’ at the start is softer and not always given or heard.
Migrants arrive from mid-March and sing constantly from hedges, scrub, especially willows.
Some overwinter and will sing on mild days.

The similar-looking Willow Warbler has a very different song: sweet, high-pitched,
descending, occasionally heard in April as they pass through, heading inland - few now
breed in Dorset.

Greenfinch has two parts to its song, sometimes heard separately. The first is a pleasant
liquid warbling, often interspersed with the second, a loud, grating, harsh ‘tchaaay’ — that is
sometimes given on its own.

Blackcap - Another contender for best songbird award! Rich, drawn-out, melodic, warbling
phrases, always including some full, pure, loud sections. Can sound similar to Robin, so
listen carefully and long! Migrants arrive from mid-March and sing vigorously in gardens and
parks, where they are plentiful. Some overwinter in gardens, and might be heard singing at
any time.

The bird soundscape is much richer in May and June, especially at good sites away from
towns. Then bird song sounds at its best but also at its most confusing if you are trying to
pick out individual songs.

Some aids to learning bird songs
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Collins guide to bird songs and calls by Geoff Sample or can be bought second hand from
eBay for about £3.00.
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Mot of us can tedl the difference between a Blue Tit and a Blackbird or a Robin and a Wren
but what happens If you clase yous gyes ~ can you still tell which bird s whach simply by

listening to thes song? If the answer is no, then this practical avdio gusde to the songs of

British garden birds |5 the easy way to get ta know the songs of some of our most popular and

best-loved songbirds, Recoeded on location in the Somerset Levels, In the garden of
birdwatcher, writer and broadcaster Stephen Mass, this helpful and practical guide will guickly
enabile you to sort out your Blue Tits from your Great Tits and yaur Hedge Sparrows from you
Tree Sparrows. Jaining Stephen and presenter Brett Westwood, wildlife sound recordist Chris
Wiatson s armed with an arvay of microphones that aliow us to eavesdrop on the songs, calls
and slarm cries of the birds we see around ws, Packed with useful Information and helpful
tips, this guide i for anyone who wants to understand more about the beautiful birds which

share our parks and gardens every day.



Other CDs are available, such as this BBC guide by respected naturalists Brett Westwood
and Stephen Moss (around £10 new).

Collins Bird Guide Merlin Bird ID by Comnell Lab
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The Collins Bird Guide app gives you the best field guide, in your pocket! Once purchased,
bird songs and calls can be downloaded so that they can be played in the field to check i.d.
Available for purchase for iPhone or Android.

Merlin Bird ID is a brilliant free app from Cornell Lab of Ornithology. It listens to and identifies
bird noises, plus it contains a library of bird songs and calls you can play, as well as photos.

eBird is another brilliant free app from Cornell Lab of Ornithology. Its main purpose is for
submitting sightings to their international database but you can also see photos and listen to
calls and sounds.



