
A Mini-Field Guide to  

North American Animal Tracks 
(Highlighted animals live in and around TreeSong -  Washougal, 

Washington) 

 

Understanding Walking Patterns 
 
The first thing you should look for when you find an animal track is the track pattern. 

There are four unique track patterns which will help you narrow down the group of 

animals that are responsible for the print. 

Zig-Zaggers (Perfect Walkers): Perfect walkers walk very carefully to conserve 

energy. Their rear paw/hoof will land in the spot where their front paw previously fell. 

This gait leaves a zig-zag pattern that is easy to spot. Deer, moose, fox, coyote, bobcat 

are perfect walkers. 

Waddlers: Waddlers appear to move one side of their body and then the other side 

when they walk. Their rear foot does not land in the print of front foot. Their track is 

comprised of four prints. Bear, skunk, woodchuck, raccoon, muskrat, beaver, porcupine 

are waddlers. 

Bounders: Bounders place their front feet down, and in one motion they leap forward 

by lifting up their front feet and putting their rear feet in the exact spot where the front 
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feet previously landed. Their tracks appear as two paws that fall side-by-side. Otters, 

weasels and other mustelids are bounders. 

Hoppers: Hoppers move by placing their rear feet slightly ahead of their front feet and 

pushing off so their front feet land first and their back feet land in front. This pattern of 

leapfrogging is found in rabbits and rodents like mice, red squirrels, and chipmunks. 

Identifying Track Characteristics 
 
Finding the track pattern helps you narrow down the animal you are trying to identify 

into larger groups, but that is only the first step of identification. You need to get up 

close and personal with the print, examining the details such as the size of each print, 

the number of toes, and more. 

Width/Length: Width and length help you tell the difference between closely related 

animals. Within the canines, a fox print will be smaller than a wolf print. Be aware that 

there is some overlap. A wolf pup may have the same size print as an adult fox. In these 

cases, you need to look for other clues, such as the tracks of the mother wolf or multiple 

tracks from a litter of fox kits. There also may be scat nearby as well. 

Number of Toes: The number of toes is important to tell the major groups of animals 

apart! Bear have five toes, while canines and felines have four, for example. 

Nails: Nails are a huge find when you can see them! Canines tend to leave a nail print 

while felines don't since they can retract their nails. There is some grey area -- a feline 

may bring out its nails because it is on alert or a dog won't sink down enough to imprint 

its nails. Look for additional prints and other tracks to help fill in these blanks. 



Depth: Depth is useful when comparing tracks left in the same substrate at the same 

time. The heavier the animal, the deeper the print it will leave. Be careful when 

comparing prints from different locations and times. A deer could make a print that 

resembles a moose because it is walking on mud softened by a recent rainstorm.  

Front/Rear: Front and rear paws may have a slightly different size and shape, 

depending on the animal. Most guidebooks will have measurements for both prints. 

Webbing: Webbing is usually found on animals that frequently swim in the water. 

Stride and Straddle: Stride and straddle measure the gate of an animal and can be 

used to distinguish between two very closely related prints.  Stride is measured from the 

heel of one print to the heel of the other print on the same side. Straddle is the 

measurement of the width of the track from the outside of the right track to the outside 

of the left track. 
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CANINE TRACKS 

 

 

Canine prints are distinctive -- the overall shape is oval with four twos and a heel pad 

that is concave at the bottom. The four toes point forward and are held closely together 

with the two front toes often lining up side-by-side. There usually are claws visible in the 

track and they also point forward. Because of the arrangement of the toes and pad, you 

can draw an "X" through the canine print. When comparing front and rear tracks, the 

fore prints of all members of the dog family are significantly larger than the hind print. 

1. Wolf (found in other areas of Oregon and Washington): Wolves are among the 

largest canines, and their paws are the biggest in the group with a long (4”) and wide 

print. 

2. Coyote: Coyotes are slightly smaller than wolves and have a print that is more 

narrow (2.5 to 3.5”) than the wolf.  

3. Fox: The fox is the smallest canine in the group and have the smallest print (2 to 3”), 

almost dainty when compared to their bigger cousins. Fox tend to drag their feet and 



also have more hair in their paws producing a print that is fuzzy around the edges and 

has a small pad imprint.  

4. Dog: A domestic dog can have a similar sized print to wolf or coyote making it difficult 

to tell them apart. If you can find a set of prints, you can usually tell the difference by 

how the two animals walk. Wild animals like wolves and coyotes tend to walk in a 

straight line to conserve energy, while dogs zig-zag and circle around quite a bit when 

they are walking. Domestic dogs also tend to splay their toes, producing a track with 

toes and nails that are pointing outward. Another difference is the nails -- dog nails are 

thick and blunt while wild canines leave thin and sharp nail prints. 

 

FELINE TRACKS 
 

 

Feline prints have four toes and a heel pad with three lobes at the bottom edges that 

are shaped like a bubble letter “M”. Cats actually have five toes up front and four toes in 

the back, but the extra toe up front does not appear in the tracks. Feline prints are as 

wide as they are long, making them more round in shape than a canine. Felines also 



have a leading toe much like a person's middle finger. You can draw a "C" through 

between the pad and toes of a feline print. 

5. Cougar/ Mountain Lion: Among the felines, cougar tracks are the largest (greater 

than 3"), about the size of the domestic dog. 

6. Lynx: Though smaller in stature, lynx tracks are the same size as a cougar, but are 

not as defined due to the fur around their paws. 

7. Bobcat: Bobcats have smaller tracks (2”) that are often confused with coyote or fox. 

Look for a lack of nails and a round-shaped print to identify the bobcat track from its 

canine counterparts. 

8. House Cat: The prints of a house cat are small (1 to 1.5”). Similar to the domestic 

dog, the house cat also tends to meander when walking and does not try to conserve 

energy. 

 

HOOF TRACKS (LARGE) 
 

 



Ungulates have a split hoof with two toes that leave a distinct imprint. Ungulates can be 

divided into two main groups based upon the shape of their toes. One group has toes 

that curve forming a heart-shaped print, while the other have toes that are rounded and 

leave a round or even square-shaped print. 

9. Moose: Moose are among the largest of the hooved animals and have two toes that 

curve together into a point forming almost a heart shape print. Moose are heavy and 

sink down deep into snow allowing the dew claws to sometimes appear in the track. 

Their tracks measure 5-7” long, about the size of your hand.  

10. Deer: Deer, like moose, have two toes that curve sharply together forming almost a 

heart shape print. The prints are smaller in size than a moose measuring 2-3.5”. 

11. Elk: Elk are similar to moose and deer, but their toes are rounder and not as sharply 

tapered at the tips. The prints measure 3-5”, placing them right in between the deer and 

moose. Dew claws sometimes appear in deep snow or when the elk is galloping.  

12. Bison: Bison also have two toes in their hooves, but their toes are rounder and they 

print doesn’t taper to a point like the deer, moose and elk. Their print is wide and more 

round than heart-shaped. It measures 4.5 to 6”. 

13. Cow: Cow prints are often confused with bison since they share the same round 

shape and relative size. The easiest way to tell them apart is to know your 

surroundings. Is there a farm nearby? 

 



 
HOOF TRACKS (SMALL) 

 

 

Mountain goats, bighorn sheep and wild hogs have the same two-toed hooves as their 

bigger ungulate cousins, but the shapes of their hooves reflect their lifestyle and habitat.  

14. Mountain Goats: To help them climb, mountain goats have toes that spread when 

they step, creating a distinctive V shape at the top of their print. 

15. Bighorn Sheep: Bighorn sheep have an elongated hooves that are easily confused 

with those from a deer. In general, the bighorn sheep prints have straighter edges and 

are less pointed than a deer. They are more blocky and less shaped like a heart. 

16. Wild Hog: The wild boar track is often confused with the deer since they are about 

the same size. The shape is the discriminating feature. The boar has toes that are 

wider, rounder and blunter than the deer and don’t come to a point like the deer. Hogs 

also have a dew claw that rests slightly outside the print. 

 

 



BIRD TRACKS 
 

 

Bird tracks can be grouped into categories based upon whether they live mainly in trees 

or on the ground. Tree dweller tend to hop on the ground and leave a pair of prints 

behind, while ground birds will leave alternating tracks.  

17. Crow: The crow has the standard bird track with three thin forward-facing toes and 

one rear-facing toe. They are hoppers and leave a pair of prints approximately 2-2.5” 

long. 

18. Grouse: Grouse are small ground birds that have a game bird track with only three 

forward facing toes. They measure about 2” long. 

19. Turkey: Turkey also are ground birds like the grouse and have a similar game bird 

track. Turkey are much larger than a grouse measuring 4” long. 

 

20. Duck: The duck has the same toe arrangement as the game birds, but the webbing 

gives its print a distinctively different shape. Duck also tend to wander and leave a maze 

of tracks. 

 



OTHER SMALL ANIMAL TRACKS 
 

 

These small mammals produce small prints, so you have to look closely at the prints 

and the track patterns to tell them apart. It’s a diverse group with hoppers and waddlers 

that range from the forest to the river’s edge. With the exception of the rabbit and 

armadillo, most of these small mammals have five toes on their front and rear feet. 

21. Raccoon: If you see a print that looks like the hand of a baby, then it is likely a 

raccoon. Raccoon have five toes that resemble a human hand. The front print is smaller 

(1-3") and has a C-shaped heel pad, while the rear print has a longer (1.5-4")  heel pad. 

Raccoon waddle when they walk. 

22. Opossum: With five fingers and a human hand shape, opossum tracks resemble 

the raccoon, but there is one major difference. Opossum have opposable thumbs on 

their hind feet that appear in their prints. They are the only North American mammal 

with opposable thumbs. Opossum also tend to stagger when they walk 

23. Otter: Look for signs of otter on muddy or snowy river banks where you can find 

prints and trough from belly-sliding into the water. They have five toes on their feet and 



short claws that give their prints a pointed look.  Their toes are partially webbed which 

sometimes show up in the mud. 

24. Skunk: Skunk have five toes on their hind and front feet. Unlike most mammal that 

have large hind feet, and small front feet the front and hind feet of the skunk are 

approximately the same size. They also have claws that show up in many of their prints. 

25. Rabbit: Rabbits are hoppers and move by placing their larger hind feet ahead of 

their smaller front feet. Unlike squirrels which keep their feet next to each other as they 

hop, rabbits stagger their feet producing a “Y” shaped track. 

26. Armadillo: Armadillo are only found in the southeast and south central US so you 

don't have to worry about their tracks in the rest of the US. Armadillo have four long toe 

prints with a sharp claw at the tip. The front print shows a distinct "V" between the 

middle toes. They also have a scaly tail they drag behind them that often obscures their 

tracks. 

REPTILE AND AMPHIBIAN TRACKS 

 
 



Reptiles and Amphibians have very different life cycles, but they share a similar feature 

-- they all have long toes that provide extra grip for walking, hopping and climbing. 

27. Alligator: The first thing you notice about an alligator track is not its four toes or its 

foot shape, but the large through its tail creates as it walks. Look for a central trough 

with pairs of prints on either side. Another key is the size -- alligators have large feet. 

The front prints have five toes and are wide in the heel while the rear prints are longer 

and have four toes with a narrow, pointed heel. 

28. Lizards: Unlike an alligator, lizards are lightweight and don't leave much of a track. 

Lizards may leave light scuff from their feet and a small tail drag. The tail drag tends to 

be straighter and more pronounced than other tail-bearing animals like mice. 

29. Frogs: Frogs have four bulbous toes in their front and five in their hind prints. Their 

front toes point slightly inward producing a "K" shaped print, while their rear toes slope 

upward and outward. Their belly sometimes appears in the track. They are hoppers with 

their front feet often landing between their much larger hind feet. 

 

RODENT TRACKS 
 

 



Rodents are a very diverse group of mammals, and their tracks reflect their diversity. 

You have to think about habitat, body shape, and track pattern as much as the 

individual prints. All rodents leave behind front tracks with four toes and hind tracks with 

five toes. 

30. Beaver: You can tell a beaver is nearby by the dams they build and the gnawed 

trees they leave behind. They have webbed hind feet with 5 toes (4.5-7”), but their 

tracks often are hard to find. You rarely see the four-toed front prints (2.5-3.5”) because 

the hind print wipes out the front print when they waddle as they walk. And sometimes 

you don’t even see any prints at all as the beaver’s large tail can wipe out all their 

tracks. 

31. Porcupine: Porcupines move slowly and waddle when they walk. They also are 

climbers and have both big heel pads and long toes with claws. Usually, you will only 

see their pads in their prints (1-2”) along with an occasional trail drag. These pads have 

a rough surface that aids in climbing and can be seen in soft mud. Each print points 

inward because they are pigeon-toed. In winter, porcupines are so low to ground that 

they leave a deep trough in the snow. 

32. Muskrat: Muskrat tracks are hand-like much like the raccoon, but smaller 

measuring approximately 2-3".  Their prints have five long finger-like toes on their hind 

foot and four long fingers on their front. Muskrat tracks are found near marshes, beaver 

ponds, and similar slow-moving waterways. 



33. Mouse: Mice, like squirrels, are hoppers. Their larger back feet (0.5-1”) land slightly 

ahead of their smaller front feet (0.25-0.5”) producing a cluster of four prints. Mice prints 

are very small may show a tail drag. 

34. Squirrel: Squirrels are hoppers with their larger back feet (1.5-2”) landing slightly 

ahead of their smaller front feet (1-1.5”). Their feet tend to land side-by-side producing a 

repeating series of four distinct prints. These tracks often meander from tree to tree. 

 

 
BEAR TRACKS 

 

 

You can’t miss a bear track -- its paw is huge with five rounded toes and a wide heel 

pad. Black and Grizzly Bear tracks can be hard to differentiate. Geographic location can 

help narrow down the possibilities. 

35. Black Bear: A black bear has short claws and its toes spread out in a curve over its 

foot pad. Generally going to be smaller than Grizzly Bear paw.  



36. Grizzly Bear: A grizzly has long claws that extend out further from their toes.  Its 

toes also are held closer together, forming almost a straight line above the foot pad. 

 
Sources: 
Animal Tracks Identification Guide by Kelly Hodgkins 
Animal Tracking Basics by Jon Young & Tiffany Morgan 


