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Keynote Address 

Fledging the Nest – A Bird’s Eye View of Ornithological Inquiry and Mentorship 

Letitia (Letty) Reichart, Ph.D. 

Department of Biology, University of Nebraska at Kearney 

The study of birds invites childlike curiosity, allows one to observe minute detail, and to 
discover a path for new knowledge. Birds have intrigued humans for centuries and they 
have been an integral part of our culture. Thus, birds are an ideal group of organisms to 
engage young scientists to explore novel ornithological questions. Throughout my career 
birds have fueled my desire to learn and discover things about the natural world and to 
provide mentorship to students. A few of the avian characters that have participated in 
mentorship throughout my career include Mourning Doves, Bank Swallows, Cliff Swallows, 
Ruddy Ducks, Mallards, Northern Pintail, Sandhill Cranes, Whooping Cranes, Trumpeter 
Swans, Northern Cardinals, American Robins, Baltimore Orioles, Orchard Orioles, Eastern 
Screech Owls, and Great Horned Owls. These birds have helped many young college 
students discover scientific research, appreciate nature, and to begin their own journey of 
scientific inquiry. During this talk we will explore the avian characters of mentorship, the 
knowledge we gained during this research, and the students who fledged the nest. 

 

Plenary Lecture 

The Birds of Nebraska: Through Our Lens 

Gabriel Rivera, Ph.D* and Jennifer Blankenship-Rivera 

*Assoc. Professor of Biology, Creighton University 

We invite you to join us on a visual journey through the heart of Nebraska, where the 
Central Flyway carries millions of birds across the continent each year. Based in Omaha, 
we live at a natural crossroads, where the deciduous forests of the east meet the 
grasslands of the Great Plains and the doorway to the Rockies begins. It’s a landscape that 
reflects the incredible diversity of birds that pass through and call this region home. Our 



presentation tells the story of how we discovered the world of birding and, in time, how 
photography became our way of exploring it more deeply. Drawing on our backgrounds in 
biology and psychology, we’re fascinated not only by how birds look, but by how they live: 
their behavior, their character, and their connection to the landscapes they inhabit. 
Through images and stories, we share an intimate look at the birds of Nebraska and 
beyond, and we hope to inspire a deeper appreciation for the beauty and wonder waiting all 
around us. 

 

s 

Not a trap but not forever: Piping Plovers at sandpits in the lower Platte River system 

Elsa Forsberg, Crane Trust  

  In the northern Great Plains, USA, the federally threatened Piping Plover (Charadrius 
melodus) uses a variety of nesting habitats including natural river sandbars and human-
created sandpit sites in the lower Platte River system, Nebraska. Off-river sandpit sites (i.e., 
sand and gravel mines, transition sites, and lakeshore housing developments) are not 
managed to prioritize nesting and are often considered inferior habitat to sandbars. Most 
Piping Plovers in the lower Platte River system nest off river when sandbar habitat is limited, 
yet, the quantity of habitat provided at off-river sites is predicted to decline. Therefore, 
evaluating vital rates among different off-river nesting habitats will inform future 
conservation efforts.  

We evaluated nest and adult survival of Piping Plovers at sandpit nesting sites in the Lower 
Platte River system from 2008-2023 using a long-term monitoring dataset collected by the 
Tern and Plover Conservation Partnership. We found that nest survival did not differ among 
off-river habitat types or between off-river sites and sandbars. Breeding season adult 
survival was higher at lakeshore housing developments than at mines and transition sites, 
but overall annual survival of adults and hatch-years was similar to other breeding areas in 
the northern Great Plains population. Our results support prior research suggesting that 
off-river nesting sites may boost Piping Plover persistence in the Lower Platte River System 
when river sandbar conditions are unfit for nesting. However, the unsustainability of off-
river habitat necessitates that managers consider the recovery implications of uncertain 
habitat availability both on and off river for the continued persistence of Piping Plovers in 
the region. 

 



Relating Male Plumage, Song, and Genetic Ancestry Across the Passerina Bunting 
Hybrid Zone 

Sarah Palmieri, University of Wyoming, Dept. of Zoology and Physiology 

 Hybrid zones between closely related taxa have long been recognized as fruitful systems 
for investigating the origin and maintenance of reproductive isolation, as they allow for 
focused studies aimed at disentangling the complex relationships between traits important 
in mate choice and reproductive isolation. The hybrid zone between the Indigo Bunting 
(Passerina cyanea) and the Lazuli Bunting (Passerina amoena) is a particularly interesting 
system for examining such topics, as both parental species distinctly differ from one 
another, both in their song and their plumage- two traits that are particularly important to 
mate choice. Past work in this contact zone has documented significant female mate 
preference towards conspecific males, as well as greater female reliance on plumage over 
song to express this preference. However, little is known about patterns of variation in traits 
important in female mate choice. This study aims to identify the relationships between 
song and male plumage, as well as their independent respective relationships to genetic 
ancestry among Passerina males across their hybrid zone. By identifying and quantifying 
these relationships, we can better understand how these traits contribute to reproductive 
isolation between the species and improve understanding of how hybridization dynamics 
will evolve in the face of continued environmental change 

 

Restoration and scientific value of a historical ornithological collection  

Peggy M. Huss*1 , Jacob C. Cooper1,2, Thomas E. Labedz3 1. Department of Biology, 
University of Nebraska at Kearney, Kearney, NE 68849, USA 2. Division of Birds, 
Negaunee Integrative Research Center, Field Museum, Chicago, IL 60605, USA 3. 
Division of Zoology, Collections Manager (retired), University of Nebraska State 
Museum, Lincoln, NE 68588 *Corresponding author – hussp@lopers.unk.edu  

 

Ornithology collections are known for their massive cabinets filled with specimens from 
near and far. These specimens are highly valued for their research value, with specimens 
continuing to be used centuries after their collection. Specimens are used for a variety of 
research: morphological details can be noted and compared between species; 
morphometrics can be used to understand how populations are changing through time; 
and genomic analyses can help elucidate evolutionary relationships. Collections are still 
prevalent to the work that ornithologists do today, but proper techniques should be used to 
keep the collection clean and usable. Sadly, many collections have been neglected, 



forgotten, or discarded, with many universities permanently losing their specimen 
collections. At the University of Nebraska at Kearney, a historical collection exists in the 
basement of Bruner Hall of Sciences—the B. J. Olson Collection. This collection is 
noteworthy for possessing statewide rarities (including Pomarine Jaeger and Painted 
Bunting) as well as significant records for the region (including King Rails and American 
Black Duck). This bird collection was severely neglected after ca. 1995 and needs to be 
restored. The collection contains mounted specimens, which are inappropriate for a 
research collection and take up large amounts of space; these specimens therefore need 
to be turned into study skins for cabinet storage. Our methods to transform this collection 
includes dismounting the specimen, dusting, cleaning, and then properly maneuvering the 
specimen to be used as a study skin. Our work is a step forward in restoring and expanding 
this collection to be a main hub for ornithologists around the state to utilize in their 
research.  

Population Analysis of Coccyzus americanus and erythropthalmus in Nebraska  

Sawyer S. Therrien1*, Jacob C. Cooper1,2 1. Department of Biology, University of 
Nebraska at Kearney, Kearney, NE 68849, USA 2. Division of Birds, Negaunee 
Integrative Research Center, Field Musuem, Chicago, IL 60605 USA *Presenting 
Author: therriens@lopers.unk.edu  

Coccyzus americanus (Yellow-billed Cuckoo) and Coccyzus erythropthalmus (Black-billed 
Cuckoo) are the most widespread cuckoos in the United States with a range extending from 
the interior United States down to Central and South America. They are visually identified 
by their long spotted undertail, white breasts and bellies, colored eye rings, and auditorily 
by their distinct “cuckoo” call variants. However, both species have seen a drastic 
decrease in population over the entire U.S. Yellow-Billed Cuckoos are locally extinct in 
Washington and Oregon with no breeding records in Montana in recent years, which, used 
to be the northern part of the range. In Nebraska, Coccyzus erythropthalmus has all but 
disappeared, with only 33 sightings between 2014 and 2023. Similarly, Coccyzus 
americanus have also seen a major decline in population throughout Nebraska. From May 
to July of 2026, Dr. Jacob C. Cooper and I drove the expanse of the state surveying sites of 
historical records of cuckoos or surveying sites with seemingly good habitat for cuckoos. 
Both species of cuckoos prefer wet riparian forests with lots of undergrowth or secondary 
growth, as it is prime habitat for their main food source, caterpillars. Using playback survey 
techniques and multiple data collection tools we cataloged every cuckoo we found, along 
with general eBird checklists for other species. Using the locations collected from each 
cuckoo sighting, analyses using ecological information will be performed to understand the 
current scope of the Nebraska cuckoo populations. Further research is necessary to 
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understand the causes of the population decline and how to counteract it. *We would like 
to acknowledge the individuals from NOU along with community birders that assisted with 
this project by preforming surveys and assisting with site selection. Thank you for 
contributing to understanding Nebraska bird communities. 

 


