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On a warm summer day, you might 
see a dragonfly in your garden. 

A dragonfly is an insect.

A butterfly is also an insect.

How is a butterfly like a dragonfly? 

How is it different?

What is an insect?

Dragonfly

Monarch butterfly
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A milkweed beetle is also an 
insect.

How is the milkweed beetle like 
the dragonfly? 

How is it different?

Parts of an insect

Milkweed beetle

One thing insects have in 
common is their three body parts. 

Where are the three body parts 
on the damselfly?

Damselfly



5

Did you know?

Wingspan

The largest insect ever was a 
dragonfly called  Meganeuropsis
(mega-ner-op-sis). 

Meganeuropsis had a wingspan of 
80 cm! Today dragonflies have a 
wingspan of up to 19 cm. 

What  could you use to 
measure the wingspan of a 
dragonfly?

Dragonfly
today

5
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How are insect heads different 
from our heads?

What parts do you see on the    
butterfly’s head?

Heads
Just like humans, all insects have 
heads. 

How are insect heads the same as 
our heads?  

Painted lady butterfly

Grasshopper
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What do you observe about the 
heads of these two insects?

How are these two heads the 
same?

Honey bee How are these two heads 
different?

What words can you use to 
describe the honey bee’s head?

Plant bug
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Antennae

Antennae
Most insects have two             
antennae (an-ten-ay) on their 
heads. An insect’s antennae help 
it to survive.

Why do you think insects have 
antennae?

Longhorn beetle Skipper butterfly

Giant silk moth

Antennae
Antennae
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Antennae of some insects, like 
mosquitoes, honey bees and fruit 
flies, help them to hear. 

What body parts do we have that 
help us to hear?

Did you know?

Katydids hear through their knees 
and some hawkmoths hear through 
their mouths. 

Cicadas, grasshoppers and locusts 
use a tympanum 
(tim-pan-um) found on their 
abdomens to hear.

Katydid

Grasshopper

Tympanum

Knee
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Eyes
Just like humans, all insects have 
eyes. Where are the eyes on these 
insects?

How do insect eyes compare to 
your eyes?

Robber fly

Bald-faced hornet

Grasshopper
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Most insects, like this fly, 
have two compound eyes.

Did you know?

Estimate how many ommatidia are in each eye.

Each compound eye is 
made up of many simple 
eye-like parts called 
ommatidia 
(om-ma-tid-ee-ah).

Compound eye

Ommatidia
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Did you know?
Insects with compound eyes do not see many small images. Compare 
how you see to how a swallowtail butterfly sees.

What a 
person 

sees

What a 
butterfly 
sees

Swallowtail butterfly
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Mouthparts
Insect mouthparts are on their 
heads. Insects use their mouth-
parts to eat. Butterflies and 
moths have a mouthpart called a 
proboscis (pro-boss-kiss).

What words could you use to 
describe a proboscis? 

What kinds of foods do you think 
an insect with a proboscis would 
eat?

Moth 
proboscis

Pierid butterfly

proboscis
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Houseflies have mouthparts that 
work like sponges. What kind of 
food do you think houseflies eat?

Do you ever eat this way? Why or 
why not?

Some insects have tube-shaped 
mouthparts called stylets (sty-lets). 
Stylets help insects to suck the sap 
out of plants.

What objects can you think of 
that look like and work like insect 
stylets?

Housefly

Stylet

Sponging 
mouthparts

Jewel bug
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Mosquitoes don’t really bite. They use their stylets to pierce their food 
and then suck up the liquid inside. Mosquitoes feed on the blood of 
animals, including people.

Did you know?

Have you ever 
been bitten by a 
mosquito?

15

Stylet
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What words could you use to 
describe the ant’s mandibles? 

Other than helping insects eat, 
how else might insects use their 
mandibles?

Grasshoppers, beetles and ants 
have mouthparts called mandibles 
(man-di-bulls). Mandibles help 
insects cut, grind and chew their 
food. 

Which part of our body is like an 
insect’s mandibles? 

Grasshopper

Ant

Mandibles

Mandibles
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Thorax

What two types of body parts are 
attached to an insect’s thorax?

How does this compare to a 
human chest?

Just like humans, all insects have 
thoraxes (thor-axes).

On a human, we call that body 
part the chest.

ThoraxWasp

Damselfly

Thorax



18

What do you observe about these 
wings?

Why do you think the owl            
butterfly’s wings look like this?

Why do you think the painted lady 
butterfly’s wings look like this?

Wings
Most adult insects have two pairs 
of wings on their thoraxes.  How 
many wings does each insect 
have?

Why do you think insects have 
wings?

Painted lady butterfly

Owl butterfly
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Crickets make sound by rubbing 
rough parts of their upper and 
lower wings together.

Did you know?

19



20

What words would you use to 
describe the wings of these 
insects? 

How are these wings the same as 
the butterfly wings? How are they 
different?

What are some advantages of  
having wings like these? 

What are some disadvantages of 
having wings like these?

What other insects can you think 
of with wings like these?

Cicada

Honey bee
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Some insects do not use all four of 
their wings for flying. 

The crane fly has two big front 
wings that it uses for flying. It also 
has two tiny back wings. What do 
you think it uses these wings for?

Crane fly

Leaf mimic grasshopper An insect’s wings can sometimes 
help protect it.

How do you think this insect’s 
wings help keep it safe?

Front wing

Back wing
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Legs

Legs help insects to move so that 
they can find food and get away 
from predators.

How do you think crickets and 
grasshoppers move? 

Why do you think that?

Just like humans, all adult insects 
have legs. Insects have three pairs 
of legs attached to their thoraxes. 

How many legs does each insect 
have?

Short-horned grasshopper

Cricket
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Did you know?
The praying mantis would 

rather walk than fly.

Look at the front legs of this 
praying mantis.

What words would 
you use to 

describe its 
front legs?

How do you 
think it uses 

its front 
legs?
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Look closely at this cicada’s legs. 

Where do you predict it might 
live? Why do you think that?

What words would you use to 
describe this insect’s legs? 

Why do you think this insect looks 
the way it does?

Mole cricket

Cicada

Stick insect

Leg

Leg
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What words would you use to 
describe these insects’ legs? 

How do the legs of these insects 
compare to the legs of the other 
insects we have seen? 

Where do you think these insects 
live? 

How do you think their legs help 
these insects to move? 

What things do people use to help 
them swim?

Water beetle

Water strider
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Abdomen
Just like humans, all insects have 
abdomens. What is another word 
we use for our abdomen?

Where is an insect’s abdomen 
found?

Hornet

Abdomen

Inside the abdomen is the insect’s
heart and stomach. Insects 
breathe using holes found in their            
abdomens.

The abdomen is also where a 
female insect carries her eggs   
until she is ready to lay them. Abdomen

Swallowtail butterfly
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Did you know?
If you hear a loud  
buzzing sound 
on a warm summer 
day, it might 
be made by 
a cicada. Male 

cicadas 
make this 

sound by moving 
a  special part of 

their abdomen 
called a tymbal 

(tim-ball). 

27
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Earwigs do not sting or bite. They 
sometimes use the pincers on 
their abdomens to pinch.

Earwigs use their pincers to  
defend themselves. Some 
earwigs also use their pincers to 
catch food.

Insects such as bees, wasps and 
some ants have stingers on the 
ends of their abdomens.

Why do you think these insects 
have stingers? Have you ever been 
stung by an insect? What did it feel 
like?

Wasp

Earwig

Stinger

Pincers
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Abdomen

Putting it all together 

Legs (6)

Wings (0 or 4)
Thorax

Eyes (2)

StingerMouthparts

Antennae (2)

Head

What are all of the parts of an adult insect?



30

Which of these animals are insects?
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How did you know which are insects?
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Insect Dos and Don’ts
 ; Do treat all insects with respect. 
They are living things.

 ; Do be curious about insects! 

     Observe them whenever you can.

 ; Do take care of our environment. 

     We share it with all living things.

 : Don’t be afraid of insects, but be 
careful around ones that bite or sting.

 : Don’t squash insects. They do 
not deserve to be killed.

 : Don’t take insects out of their 
natural environment. Insects have 
important jobs in our world.

Fly pollinating 
a flower


