
Insects 

Grade: 2 2 hours  Students per group: 12-15 

Goal: Students will be able to differentiate an insect from other animals, list the key identifying features, 

describe an insect’s life cycle, and what they need to survive. 

Objectives:  

1) While sweep netting in the prairie, students will be able to identify at least 5 insects and 

describe what those insects eat. 

2) While scooping in the pond, students will be able to identify at least 5 insects and determine if 

they are nymphs/larvae or adults. 

3) After creating an insect replica, students will be able to identify 6 key features of an insect. 

4) After examining insects, students will be able to list 4 basic needs of an insect. 

5) Students will be able to describe and differentiate complete and simple life cycles. 

Key Vocabulary Terms: 

Head Thorax Abdomen 
Compound Eyes Invertebrate Ocelli 
Antennae Metamorphosis Exoskeleton 
Instar Pupa Habitat 
Camouflage Gall Spiracles 
 

Introduction (10-15 mins plus 5-10 mins walking time): 

Welcome students to Lac Lawrann.  Introduce the Conservancy, what it means to them, and identify 

where the restrooms and drinking fountains are.  Divide them into groups and begin lesson. 

Select a volunteer.  Ask your volunteer, “If you were an insect standing among our group, how would we 

know what you are?”  Let the students discuss the key parts of an insect.   After a few minutes of 

discussion, let them know they will be learning today and describe some of the activities they will be 

doing.  Hand each student a piece to the insect puzzle.  As a group, choose a familiar insect you would 

like to describe (ie. butterfly, grasshopper, ant) and use that as the base for building your insect.  As you 

are assembling the insect, describe the parts. 

Body Part (* indicates key 
features) 

Number Description 

Legs* 6 Used to help the insect travel, 
hear (some), taste (some), 
communicate (some). Connect 
to thorax 

Head* 1 Used as a base for the antennae, 
compound eyes, and ocelli and 



used for simple brain function. 
One of the 3 main body parts 

Thorax* 1 Connects with legs and wings, 
and is largely made up of muscle. 
One of the 3 main body parts 

Abdomen* 1 Most flexible of main body part, 
and is used for food digestion 
and related functions, breathing, 
and reproduction. 

Compound Eyes* 2 (typically, some have more) Made up of anywhere between 2 
and 23,000 lenses.  Image is 
combined as a whole, typically 
fuzzy image.  Insects are very 
nearsighted.  

Ocelli 2-4 (typically) Very small eyes underneath the 
compound eyes.  As a larval 
insect, they detect color and 
shape, but only light and 
movement as an adult. 

Antennae* 2 Used as a sensory appendage.  
Some insects use them to feel, 
smell, communicate, and even 
hear 

Wings 2-4 Used to travel, to communicate, 
and sometimes hear 

 

All insects are invertebrates.  Ask your students to try and define the word.  Vertebrate means backbone 

and in means they do not have one.  Insects instead have an exoskeleton.  Have students try and define 

this word as well.  The insect’s skeleton is on the outside of the body.  After assembling the insect, show 

replicas and real types of insects.  Ask the students what these animals need to survive.  All insects need 

food, water, air, and shelter/ environment to survive.  Insects have a special organ, typically on their 

abdomen called spiracles that allow the insect to breathe.  Insects eat a variety of food, from dead plant 

material to living animals.  They will choose their habitat based on the food and water available.  Define 

habitat.  Let us see these animals in action. 

 

Activities: 

Sweep Netting (Prairie) (20-25 mins activity time plus 5-10mins walking time): 

Insects eat a variety of things and you can usually tell what they eat by the type of mouth they have.  If 

they have a curled up, straw-like mouth (proboscis) what do you think they eat?  A clue: butterflies have 

one.  They drink nectar through their straw-like mouth called a proboscis.  Insects like grasshoppers 

have powerful jaw-like mouth parts to chew and tear plants.  Some insects have a sharp, straw-like 



mouth to pierce and suck the juice from plant stems.  While others, like flies have mouths like sponges 

to soak up food.  Have the students partner up (help from the teachers may be required).  Give each 

student a magnifying glass (a small demonstration may be needed).  Demonstrate how to properly use a 

sweep net and distribute one net, two bug boxes, and/or plastic baggies to each pair.  Allow the 

students to use the sweep net, taking turns, and collecting their favorite insects.  Set a time limit to the 

group.  Have them all gather up and share their insects.  Allow time for students to use field guides to 

identify some of the unique insects they may have caught.  Have the students determine what type of 

food their insect might eat based on their mouth part.  Show students an example of a goldenrod gall.  

Galls are abnormal growths on plants that insects sometimes cause the plant to make.  This provides the 

insect with food and shelter.  Make sure all insects are released at the end of the discussion and all 

materials are collected (magnifying glasses can be kept until the end of the lesson).  Let’s see what other 

insects we can find in other habitats. 

Log Rolling and Leaf Litter Shake (Forest) (20-25 mins activity time plus 5-10mins walking time): 

On your way to the pond, stop at a few fallen logs along the way.  Have the students observe any insects 

that may be traveling on the surface of the forest floor and under the leaf litter.  Roll over a few logs and 

discuss the types of insects they may find there.  Many times you will find an ant colony or other insect 

that may be in different stages of life cycle (ant colonies typically have eggs to adults).  Use graphics to 

describe the different life cycles that insects have. 

-Complete: Insects that go through 4 phases have a complete life cycle; egg, larval instars, pupa, and 

adult.  Show this with the butterfly hand activity.  Have students ball their hands up to show the egg, 

wiggle their finger to show caterpillar, cupped hands together to show the pupa/cocoon, and thumbs 

together and hands flapping to show the butterfly.  A pupa is the third stage where the insect in housed 

in a casing (cocoon, chrysalis, old shell, etc.) and the body of the insect rearranges itself to form the 

adult.  This process can take days to years. 

-Simple: Simple life cycled insects only have three major phases their bodies go through; egg, nymph 

(instars), and adults.  Typically the insect will grow their wings or start to look more like adults with each 

molt/instar instead of pupating into the adult form. 

When the insect is in the nymph or larval stage, its body molts (sheds) its skin several times to help it 

grow.  Each molt is called an instar.  Both types of life cycles are considered metamorphosis.  

Metamorphosis describes the process of change from an egg to an adult during which the insect 

changes shape from one stage to the next.   

Compare how the insects in the prairie were similar or different to the insects of the forest.  Are there 

more than what we saw?  How do we know?  Let us see how they compare to the insects in the ponds. 

Pond Scooping (Pond) (20-25 mins activity time plus 5-10mins walking time): 

Review with the students some of the key terms and how to know the difference between the life stages 

of insects.  Show the students how to properly use the pond nets and how to properly handle the 



aquatic insects.  Prepare containers with the students to house the insects found.  Stress safety and 

allow the students to pair up.  They should take turns between the pair scooping for critters.  Give 

students a time frame to scoop.  After scooping, have students use keys to determine what insects they 

caught.  Show the same type of insect in different stages (if possible) and show how one stage is 

different from another.  An example would be a small dragonfly nymph with mostly undeveloped wings 

to a nearly adult nymph who has wings almost developed.  Show display of dragonfly life stages as well.  

Have the students determine what stages the other insects are in.   

 

Conclusion (5-10mins): 

Meet up with all the groups and discuss some of the key vocabulary used throughout the lesson.  

Students should be able to list the body parts, describe the different life cycles, and list the basic needs 

of insects.  If a student gets the answer incorrect, allow other students to help that student get to the 

correct answer.  Do not allow one student to answer all of the questions.  Allow students to share some 

of their positive experiences (as time allows).  Once the main information is covered, review what the 

Conservancy is, inform them of upcoming events and welcome them back to the site.  Make sure all 

students get back on the bus before leaving and wave them goodbye if time allows. 

  



Science Standards 

These science standards are either introduced or covered in full. 

A.4.1 When conducting science investigations, ask and answer questions that will help decide the 

general areas of science being addressed 

A.4.2 When faced with a science-related problem, decide what evidence, models, or explanations 

previously studied can be used to better understand what is happening now  

A.4.3 When investigating a science-related problem, decide what data can be collected to determine the 

most useful explanations 

A.4.5 When studying a science-related problem, decide what changes over time are occurring or have 

occurred 

B.4.1 Use encyclopedias, source books, texts, computers, teachers, parents, other adults, journals, 

popular press, and various other sources, to help answer science-related questions and plan 

investigations  

C.4.1 Use the vocabulary of the unifying themes to ask questions about objects, organisms, and events 
being studied  

C.4.2 Use the science content being learned to ask questions, plan investigations, make observations, 
make predictions, and offer explanations  

C.4.3 Select multiple sources of information to help answer questions selected for classroom 
investigations  

C.4.4 Use simple science equipment safely and effectively, including rulers, balances, graduated 
cylinders, hand lenses, thermometers, and computers, to collect data relevant to questions and 
investigations  

C.4.5 Use data they have collected to develop explanations and answer questions generated by 
investigations  

C.4.6 Communicate the results of their investigations in ways their audiences will understand by using 
charts, graphs, drawings, written descriptions, and various other means, to display their answers  

C.4.7 Support their conclusions with logical arguments  

C.4.8 Ask additional questions that might help focus or further an investigation  

D.4.1 Understand that objects are made of more than one substance, by observing, describing and 
measuring the properties of earth materials, including properties of size, weight, shape, color, 
temperature, and the ability to react with other substances 



D.4.2 Group and/or classify objects and substances based on the properties of earth materials 

E.4.7 Using the science themes, describe resources used in the home, community, and nation as a whole 

F.4.1 Discover* how each organism meets its basic needs for water, nutrients, protection, and energy* 
in order to survive 

F.4.3 Illustrate* the different ways that organisms grow through life stages and survive to produce new 
members of their type 

F.4.4 Using the science themes*, develop explanations* for the connections among living and non-living 
things in various environments 

 


