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Diurnal or Nocturnal
Animals that are active during the day and asleep at night are diurnal. Animals that are
active at night and asleep during the day are nocturnal. Read the following sentences and
look for clues to determine if the raptor is diurnal or nocturnal.
The sun is high in the sky
as the American kestrel
perches on a telephone
pole and watches for
prey scurrying on the
ground below.

These eastern screech
owls wake up from a
long day of sleep in their
roost. As darkness falls,
they prepare to hunt.

The bald eagle soars and
hunts all day long before
returning to roost for the
night in the branches of a
large tree.

One night the nest
where these northern
harrier chicks slept
was damaged by farm
machinery. Fortunately,
a raptor center was there
to help rehabilitate them!

After a long night of
hunting, the northern
saw-whet owl returns
to her nest near a
stream that runs
through the forest.

In the afternoons,
school groups and other
visitors to the raptor
center can see this
golden eagle and learn
more about his species.

Nocturnal: northern saw-whet owl, eastern screech owl
Diurnal: American kestrel, bald eagle, northern harrier chicks, golden eagle

Raptor Adaptations
Raptors are excellent hunters because of special adaptations that help them soar, swoop,
see, and snag their prey.
Like most other birds, raptors have nearly hollow bones. This
x-ray of an injured raptor shows the dark, hollow spaces in the
bones. Solid bones are heavy, but hollow bones are lighter and
make flight easier for these birds. An adult bald eagle’s wingspan
is wider than an adult human is tall (5.9–7 feet or 1.8-2.3m). But
even this very large bird weighs only as much as a human baby
(10-14 pounds or 4.5-6.3kg).

Raptors soar through the sky on strong, powerful wings. They
watch from high above the ground and wait to drop down on
unsuspecting prey. The world’s fastest animal is the peregrine
falcon. When peregrine falcons dive to attack their prey, they can
reach speeds of more than 200 miles (322km) per hour!

Sharp, hooked beaks help the raptor grab and hold onto their prey.
Raptors can use their beak to tear their food into pieces or they
can swallow their prey whole! Many prey animals have body parts
that the raptor cannot digest, such as bones, fur, and claws. After
a raptor eats their prey whole, these extra pieces form a pellet that
the raptor spits up later.

If you have ever heard the phrases “eyes like a hawk” or “eagle
eyes,” you might already know that raptors have excellent vision.
Raptors’ eyesight is up to eight times better than a human’s! An
eagle can spot small prey the size of a vole or rabbit from more
than a mile away.

Raptors have sharp, curved talons on their feet that slice through
skin and hold tight so that wiggly prey cannot escape. Owls and
ospreys have opposable “thumbs” that make it easier to move
their prey as they hold it. Many raptors have rough patches on the
bottom of their feet. These provide increased friction that makes it
harder for prey to squirm free.

Match the Raptor
There are approximately 482 species of raptor worldwide: 304 diurnal species and
178 nocturnal species. That sure makes identification tricky! Do you know which
raptors are which?

American kestrel

great horned owl

bald eagle

peregrine falcon

1. Small and speedy, this raptor can fly more than twice as fast as a car drives on the
highway! Adults grow up to 14-19 inches long (36-49 cm) with a wingspan of 3.3-3.6
feet (1-1.1m). They mostly eat other birds and catch their prey in mid-air. This wandering
falcon can be found on every continent but Antarctica and lives in many different kinds
of habitats. Some travel as many as 15,500 miles (25,000 km) in a single year!
2. This tiny kestrel is the smallest species of falcon in North America—only 4.7 to 10.6
inches long (12-27 cm). The males have blue-gray feathers on their wings, while the
females are reddish-brown. Both the females and males have vertical stripes of black
feathers near their eyes. They are predators who eat small animals like mice, lizards, and
grasshoppers. Their small size means that even these tough
predators are at risk of becoming prey to another, larger raptor.
3. The only eagle found exclusively in North America is both the
national bird and the national animal for the United States
of America. They are easily recognized by the bright, white
feathers on their heads. This eagle can have a wingspan as large
as 7.5 feet (2.3m)!
4. Feathery tufts on this owl’s head might look like ears, but they
aren’t. The ears are hidden in dark feathers on the sides of the
bird’s face. Their feathers are soft and make no rustling noises
while the raptor is flying, allowing them to drop out of the sky onto unsuspecting prey.
This nocturnal hunter sleeps during the day and tracks her prey at night.

Answers: 1-peregrine falcon, 2-American kestrel, 3-bald eagle, 4-great horned owl

Valuable Volunteers
Volunteers are very important in raptor centers. The
veterinarians and rehabilitators rely on volunteers to:
• answer phone calls
• assist with releases
• carefully hold birds so that they don’t get hurt when
being examined, treated, or medicated
• clean cages
• educate the public
• exercise (fly) the raptors
• feed babies and adults
• raise money for these nonprofit centers
• transport birds to and from the center

What to do if you find a raptor in need
The best way to help a raptor in need is to call for help. Find a raptor center or licensed
wildlife rehabilitator near you. You may also call US Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) or
your state’s Department of Natural Resources (DNR) or Department of Game, Fish, and
Parks. All wild animals, even babies, can be dangerous. Raptors—with their powerful
feet, sharp talons, and fierce beaks—do not understand that you want to help. They
will try to defend themselves.
Do not try to take the raptor home or keep it as a pet. It is illegal to have raptors in
captivity or to disturb nesting raptors without the proper permits from the State and
Federal government.

