by Cindy Steele

Cardinals – The Singers in the Trees!
Welcome back to Puddles’ Craft
Corner. It’s February! You might be
noticing those bright red songbirds
sitting in your trees or hanging
around your bird feeders. Winter is a
good time to notice these beautiful
singing birds since they aren’t hidden
by the leaves that are usually on the
trees. You've heard of cardinals
because they are mascots for a lot of
sports teams, but maybe you don't
know much about them. Are they
always red? Where do they live? This lesson will teach you lots of interesting
facts about cardinals' habitat, diet, and life cycle and then we’ll paint a fun
cardinal picture.

What Are Cardinals?
A cardinal is a special kind of bird
called a songbird. A songbird has
its own musical call or song. In
most species of songbirds, only
the males sing, but cardinals are
special because both the male
and female cardinals sing.
Cardinals are pretty small,
usually 8 or 9 inches. This is less
than one foot! Did you know that
male and female cardinals look
completely different from each
other? Males are bright red, and females
are grayish brown with little bits of red in
their feathers. The cardinal you usually
see as a mascot looks most like a male
cardinal.

A male and a female cardinal

What Do Cardinals Look Like?
Northern cardinals are
songbirds with a
medium-sized body.
Male cardinals have
bright red colored
feathers and a black
colored mark on its face.
On the other hand, the
females have light brown
colored feathers with
reddish highlights. Unlike
the males, the female
cardinals do not have a
black mark on their face.
The baby cardinals look a lot similar to their mothers, but northern cardinals

have a black and gray colored beak. The bills of both counterparts are long,
thick, cone-shaped, and reddish orange in color. These North American birds
have a unique plumage-like feather crest at the top of their heads. The male
cardinal birds are a little bit bigger than their female counterparts. The average
height of a male is 9-10 in, and a female is 8-9 in. The average weight of these
North American birds can be between 0.03-0.1 lb. The wingspan is almost 12
in. long. They can fly at a speed of 20-30 miles per hour.
The North American cardinal's feathers are red because of a red pigment that
they get from the foods they eat. These pigments are called carotenoids.
These carotenoids cannot be manufactured within the bird’s body, but must be
ingested by eating plant material containing the pigments or insects that have
fed on colorful plants themselves. If a cardinal doesn’t have this pigment in his
body, his feathers will be yellowish. It is very rare to find a yellow cardinal.

A Very Rare Yellow Cardinal

Where Do Cardinals Live?
Cardinals live in North America and Central
America. They make nests for their families in
shrubs and small trees. Cardinals do not
migrate, or move, in the different seasons, so
they stay in their homes all year round. They
used to be found only in the southeastern
United States, but are now found all over the
United States and even as far north as Canada.
Some scientists think this is because people
are now leaving their bird feeders out all winter,
and they can get food from them year-round.
Scientists also think that cardinals may now be
able to live in parks and human backyards.

These cardinal chicks are only three days old!

How Do Cardinals Communicate?
In order to communicate, cardinal birds use
various vocalizations and gestures. Cardinals are
excellent singing birds. Singing is like home to
male and female cardinals. The cardinal bird call
is loud and sweet. Their loud voices serve the
purpose of guarding their area. Northern
cardinals also use some physical gestures for
communicating. In order to alert their partner,
they may tweak their tail or lower their crest.

What Do Cardinals Eat?
Cardinal birds are said to be the first visitor to a bird feeder in the morning, so
they get to be fed first. The majority of their diet consists of seeds and grains.
Because of this, some scientists call them granivorous. They may eat insects,
but not often at all. The male cardinals will feed seeds to their female partner.
This affectionate gesture by a male is knows as beak to beak feeding, making
it look like they are kissing.

Some Fun Facts About Cardinals!
• The Northern Cardinal is the official state bird of 7 eastern states: Illinois,
Indiana, Kentucky, North Carolina, Ohio, Virginia, and West Virginia.
• After a brood of eggs has been laid in the nest, the female mainly
performs the incubation. During this time the male of the mated pair
expends his energy defending the nesting territory from intruders and
bringing food to his female.
• Once a brook of eggs has hatched, both male and female cardinals take
on the responsibility of feeding their nestlings.

• Unlike many species of
songbirds where only the
male sings, both male and
female Northern Cardinals
can sing. Females are
known to sing when they
are in the nest, as a way of
signaling their mate to bring
food; males, on the other
hand, sing during courtship
and to defend their nesting
territory. Female cardinals
express themselves using more elaborate songs than males and may
sing up to two dozen different tunes, depending on their location.
• Once a brood of eggs have hatched, both male and female cardinals take
on the responsibility of feeding their nestlings.
• Northern cardinals are one of the favorite birds for birders to find and
photograph at Hagerman NWR.

Northern cardinals photographed at Hagerman National Wildlife Refuge.

Puddles, the Blue Goose, is excited to share a fun cardinal art craft! Hands-on
activities are some of the best ways for kids to learn about something. Handson activities allow children to use their senses while learning. They see, touch,
and move real objects to complete tasks. This means that science, nature, and
more are amazingly brought to life! Children begin to understand the meaning
behind what they are doing.
Now, let’s gather up some simple materials to create our very own beautiful red
cardinal!

Handprint Cardinal Picture

Materials

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Canvas
Black Sharpie
Pencil
Small paintbrush
Large paintbrush

6. Googly eye
7. Paints: red, white, black,
light blue, dark orange, brown
8. Water

1. Gather all materials.

2. Use some water to dilute the light blue paint a little bit. Use the larger
paintbrush to brush the watered-down paint to cover the canvas. Let the
background dry completely. *Flat canvases can be found at Dollar Tree in the
craft section. Choose whatever size best fits your child’s handprint size.

3. Put some red paint on a plate for your child to place his left-hand in. Be sure
to have the fingers covered. Place the child’s hand on the canvas like the
handprint in the picture. Let the handprint dry completely.

4. Once the handprint is dry, use the small paintbrush to paint the black triangle
on the cardinal’s face. Place the googly eye in the black triangle while the
paint is wet. Let the black paint dry completely.

5. Use the smaller paintbrush to paint on the cardinal’s bill using the dark orange
paint.

6. Now, use the black sharpie to draw a line down the middle of the beak.

7. Next, use the brown paint and the larger paintbrush to paint on a limb and
branches for the cardinal to sit on.

8. Use the sharpie to draw on the cardinal’s legs and feet.

9. Use the smaller paintbrush to add some snow to the branches if you wish.

10. Use the larger paintbrush to splatter droplets of white paint on your painting
for snow if you wish. Now, you have a finished handprint cardinal to display!

If you would like to take this one step further and learn more about beautiful
cardinals while reading a charming children’s book, here are some terrific books with
beautiful artwork:

Snowbirds by Kristen Hall
The Christmas Bird: The Legend of the Cardinal by Cynthia Klein
The Cardinal’s Gift by Carole Heaney
What Cheer, What Cheer, Says the Cardinal! by Martha Scott
The Cardinal and the Crow by Michael Moniz

Puddles is excited for the beginning of spring at Hagerman National Wildlife Refuge.
Join us next month for an early spring March craft!

