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Why Butterflies

 
     Butterflies conjure up images of  
sunshine, the warmth and color of  
flowery meadows, and summer gardens 
giving life. Butterflies are unique  
creatures because there is nothing like 
them in the whole animal kingdom. We 
study butterflies in science to know how 
they help us and the environment; we 
are like lepidopterists. A lepidopterist 
is someone who studies butterflies and 
moths. Even though butterflies seem 
really small, they still make a difference 
in this massive world. Beside the basic 
information we already understand 
about butterflies, there is still more we 
need to learn about the importance of 
butterflies in our world.  
     Their habitats have been destroyed 
on a massive scale, and now patterns of  
climate and weather are shifting  

unpredictably in response to pollution of 
the atmosphere, but the disappearance 
of these beautiful creatures is more  
serious than just a loss of color in the 
countryside. Butterflies are a highly  
diverse group over 250,000 species and 
make up around one-quarter of all 
named species. Butterflies can teach  
humans so much about ecosystems and 
pollinate all the producers in our  
ecosystem. If we didn't have these  
creatures we would probably not exist  
today. These cute little insects  
fluttering around in your garden makes 
you never want to stop exploring them.
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     With all the many gorgeous butterflies 
in Nebraska, the question becomes how 
do we identify them? There are a many  
species of butterflies to be classified and 
identified for this we use taxonomy. 
These majestic butterflies are classified 
under these levels. The levels start with 
kingdom-animilia, phylum  
arthropoda, class insecta, order  
lepidoptera. The last levels are different 
for depending on the butterfly species.

family, genus, and the last level is  
species.  Each butterfly is given a name 
using binomial nomenclature, this is 
a two name system which consists of the 
genus and species. A dichotomous key 
may seem very hard to understand, but 
actually it’s easy to comprehend. To  
explain, it is a type of key. With this key, 
you pick your butterfly, then you start 
identifying it by answering a few “yes” or 
“no” questions. As you answer these 
questions on the key you continue to 
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work your way until you find the name 
of your butterfly. This is the formal  
system of giving a specific species a 
name.  The first one indicating the genus 
and the second one the specific species. 
 There are different types of  
dichotomous keys to help you identify 
butterflies in Nebraska. Some use  
pictures, others use words, and some 
will use both. Select the dichotomous 
key that you understand best. 
With a little practice you will 
be identifying these beautiful  
Nebraska butterflies.
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     The anatomy of a butterfly is made up 
of many parts. It has three main section 
to it’s body, head, thorax and  
abdomen. Let’s begin our discussion of 
a butterfly’s anatomy with it’s head. On 
the butterfly’s head you will discover it’s  
antennae, the proboscis, and  
compound eye. The antennae is a  
sensory organ that helps with sense of 
smell and balance. The proboscis is an 
interesting organ, it is a flexible straw 

like organ that butterfly’s use to sip up 
liquid food, such as nectar or juices 
from rotten food. The proboscis uncoils 
when a butterfly is eating then coils or 
rolls back up when the butterfly is not. 
You will also find the butterfly’s  
compound eyes on the head. The  
compound eye is different from a human 
eye, it has many lenses that capture light 
from all around the butterfly’s view.  
This allows the butterfly to have a wider 
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field of view and sense motion better. 
Their compound eyes also allow them to 
see more colors. Located behind the 
head is the thorax. The thorax contains 
the muscles that help the butterfly move. 
The wings and legs are attached to the 
thorax. The final segment of a butterfly 
is the abdomen. The major organs of the  
butterfly are located in this section. The 
simple heart, the breathing pores,  
reproductive organs and the digestive 
sytem. 

Butterflies and Moths

     You may think they are the same but  
butterflies and moths have some  
differences.  Butterflies and moth are 
both insects, not an arachnid. In the  
following paragraphs, I will explain the 
these little differences, so you will will be 
able to identify which organism is a  
butterfly and which is a moth . 
     Even though, butterflies and moths 
seem alike have a few key differences to 
help you tell the difference between 
them.  The first difference is that  
butterflies have brighter colors on their 
wings while moths have duller colors on 
their wings. The next, is the resting 
stance of a butterfly and moth.  
Butterflies wings are upright and 
straight while they are resting.  A moth’s 

wings are open and folded over its back 
during it’s resting stance. Another  
difference is location you will find their 
pupa. For a butterfly you will find their 
pupa on leaves. The moths pupas are  
located on the ground. Next, we find 
some more differences on the body of 
butterflies and moths. The body of a 
moth appears to be hairier or  
furry than the body of a butterfly.  
Continue and you’ll also notice some  
differences on their antennae. The  
butterflies have a little round tip on the 
end of their antennae which is called a 
club. This adaptation on the antennae is 
not found on a moth’s antennae.  A final 
difference is that butterflies are diurnal 
which means that are active during the 
day. The moth is nocturnal, meaning it is 
active at night.  By spotting these  
differences you will be able to tell  
butterflies from moths.
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Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetur adipisicing elit, sed do tempor incididunt ut labore et 
dolore magna aliqua.

GALLERY 2.1 About Butterflies and Moths
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     As you know, butterflies go through 
many stages in order to become  
beautiful butterfly. Caterpillars go 
through a fascinating metamorphosis to 
become a butterfly. In my opinion, it’s 
just like us as humans. We start out as a 
baby and come to be mature adults. A 
butterfly starts out as an amazing, fragile 
egg.  Each stage of development is  
interesting.

     The first stage of a butterfly’s life is 
the egg. A Butterfly will lay hundreds of 
delicate eggs. To begin, this stage usually 
lasts about five days. Their survival rate 
is a very about five percent.  There are at 
least three places where butterflies like 
to lay they their eggs. The main place is 
on a host plant. A host plant is plant that 
the caterpillar will feed on after it 
hatches.  The other two places are  
crevices in tree bark and flower heads. 

Life Cycle
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The egg is the size of a pinhead and  
usually pod-shaped and spherical. The 
eggs will appear green, yellow or white. 
Even though the egg has a thin shell, it is 
a very tough shell. 
     The second stage is the caterpillar 
which is also called the larva stage. To  
begin, the caterpillar only eats one type 
of plant. This plant is called the host 
plant.  However, an interesting fact is 
that the newly hatched caterpillar’s very 
first meal would be its own eggshell!  
Amazing! Caterpillars eat until they’re 
four times the size they started and grow 
up to 3 inches in about two to three 
weeks. Not all caterpillars are the same. 
Each butterfly’s caterpillar has its own 
design, so by understanding a  
caterpillar’s design you can identify 
which butterfly it will be as an adult. 
They are mostly green and can have 
stripes or other patterns on them.   
Another difficulty, is the survival rate 
which is about two percent. That is a 
really low percentage! 
     The third stage is the pupa and this 
stage is also called the chrysalis. You 
might know of this stage where a  
caterpillar wraps itself into a cocoon. 
First, I will describe the colors a pupa 
can be. The colors include brown, gold, 
yellow, and green. Interestingly, the 
pupa can sometimes protect itself from 

dangerous predators by wiggling to scare 
them away. It can also make hissing 
noises when it feels it is in danger from a 
predator.  This stage in the cycle can be 
two weeks to even over a year. The 
chrysalises may go dormant if the 
weather conditions are not favorable for 
the adult. Finally, I would like to  
mention the survival rate for chrysalises 
and where they can be found. Again 
Their survival rate is low about five  
percent. You can find chrysalises on 
twigs or around the host plant.  

        
    The fourth and final stage is the  
beautiful and colorful adult butterfly.   
There are over 18,000 different species 
of butterflies in the world. We can find 
over 65 different species in Nebraska. 
Adult butterflies meet a mate and the  
cycle starts all over again. The life span 
of an adult butterfly can be as short as a 
week and as long as 9 months. This  
depends on size of butterfly and  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environmental conditions. It’s a shame 
these beautiful creatures don’t have a 
long life span like humans or other  
animals.  
     I have gone from the egg to the  
marvelous butterfly explaining  
breathtaking facts about each stage. 
Learning about the life cycle of a  
butterfly is truly interesting. 
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     Like bees, butterflies also pollinate,  
flying from flower to flower, eating  
nectar, and creating diversity in plant 
life. Butterflies have such an important 
role in our human lives by pollinating to 
help create the fruit that we eat, flowers 
that we smell, and vegetables that we 
love. Do you know the parts of a flower? 
You need to know them if you want to  
understand the pollination process. 
The parts of a flower are interesting,  

although there’re a truck load of them.    
     First, you should know that there is a 
male reproductive part as well as a  
female reproductive part. The male parts 
are called the anther and filament 
which, together, is called the stamen. 
This stamen is where the pollen is  
contained. The female part of the system 
includes the stigma, style, and an 
ovary.  
Together, the female parts are called the 

Butterfly Pollination
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pistil. The stigma is the part of the pistil 
that receives the pollen during  
pollination. The style is a narrow,  
typically elongated extension of the 
ovary connecting to the stigma. Nectar is 
the sugary fluid within the plant. The  
pollen is the fine powder substance in 
the flower. Weird but true, nectar is  
usually just clear. Everyday, butterflies 
visit a variety of wildflowers. While  
butterflies drink the nectar, they stand 
on the head of the flower, and pick up 
the pollen on their legs. Which they will 
carry to other flowers.  When we humans 
pollinate a flower, it is called hand  
pollination. We can’t forget about cross 
pollination or self pollination, either! A 
flower pollinating itself is called self-
pollinating. Self-pollination is the  
pollination of a flower by getting  
pollen from the same flower or plant. 
Cross pollination is when a butterfly or 
other source moves pollen from one 
plant to another.  
     There are a million ways pollination 
can happen. Although butterflies collect 
a little less pollen than bees, they’re still 
very important and effective pollinators.
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 In an ecosystem there are four levels 
such as the producers, primary  
consumer, secondary consumer, and  
tertiary consumers. First, there is the  
producer. Producers are the first in a 
food web and they get their energy from 
the sun. These are typical plants. An  
example would be a milkweed that a 
Monarch Butterfly caterpillar would eat. 
Then there are the primary consumers 
that eat the producers. The caterpillar 

eating the milkweed would be an  
example of a primary consumer. Next 
are the secondary consumer. They eat 
the primary consumer. The secondary 
consumer would be like a robin eating a 
butterfly. Lastly, is the tertiary  
consumer. They are on the top level. 
They eat the secondary consumer, and 
sometimes the primary consumer. A  
butterfly’s diet would consist of nectar 
and fruit. 

Butterflies In The Ecosystem
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 There are many facts to learn about the 
importance of a butterfly in an  
ecosystem. The biotic and abiotic factor 
of an ecosystem are important to learn 
about. The nonliving factors in an  
ecosystem are called abiotic. This would  
include rocks, soil, minerals, and water. 
The living factors of an ecosystem are 
called biotic factors. This would  
include plants and animals.  
 In addition, butterflies move from one 
place to another so they interact with 
many different ecosystems. They have 
enemies as well, called predators!  
Butterflies are important to the  
ecosystem because they pollinate flowers 
and provide a food source for other  
organisms. The lose of butterflies would 
harm an ecosystem. Butterflies help  
pollinate plants which are the producers 
of an ecosystem.  With a the loss of 
plants in the producer level this  
increases competition for food and  
weakens an ecosystem. With the lose of 
butterflies this also creates a shortage of 
available food in the primary consumer 
level. Furthering the damage to the  
ecosystem. Because of this importance to 
the ecosystem, butterflies are often used 
as indicators on the health of an  
ecosystem. The butterfly pollution 
within and ecosystem warns scientist, 
and allows them to take measures to 

help the ecosystem return to a healthier 
state before to much damage is caused. 
This is why butterflies are more than just  
a beautiful creature, but are an  
important part of our world.
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      Butterflies are not able to survive the 
cold winters of North America so they 
migrate south. A butterfly’s environment 
is changing on a continuous basis.  
Migration is never easy for these  
butterflies. They have to go through the 
tough places and avoid the predators 
and other things that might kill them. 
When butterflies migrate, they go all the 
way from Canada to the US to Mexico. 
They make the trip to Mexico where 

there are about 12 mountains that  
provide what the butterflies need to  
reproduce. Habitat degradation and  
climate change are altering the  
distribution and abundance of animals 
and plants throughout the world, and 
butterflies just happen to be one of 
them. The fall migration begins in late 
August ending in the months of  
November and December. The  
destination of the butterflies lies in  

The Great Migration
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Central Mexico. The monarchs then fly 
east and later reach the Gulf of Mexico 
followed by the coastline in a continuous 
stream. The butterflies continue in a 
southwest direction eventually reaching 
the Transvolcanic Plateau of Mexico.  
Approximately 300 million monarch  
butterflies spend their winter there. This 
establishes the start of the spring  
migration for the monarchs. The spring 
migration starts out with roughly about 
half of the original population. Forty to 
sixty percent of the monarchs die during 
their stay in Mexico. During the spring 
migration, the monarch butterflies  
return to their homes in Canada and the 
United States. Along the way they  
reproduce, giving rise to new butterflies 
that will continue their spring flight 
back. Butterflies fly such a long distance 
full of scary things for them. It’s very 
amazing that butterflies know or sense 
they have somewhere else to be than 
where they are. Does it just pop into 
their head? Do butterflies get a sign  
telling them to leave? No one knows for 
sure what goes on in a butterfly’s mind.
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     It’s very important to understand  
butterflies because they are in danger. 
It’s important for everyone to help out in 
this massive crisis. Help is needed all 
around the world to save these one of a 
kind creatures. When you read this, try 
to help out as much as you can! There 
many ways you can help save our  
butterflies. By helping butterflies you are 
also helping us, because butterflies are 

important to our environment. It keeps 
the ecosystem stable. If we don’t help the 
butterflies soon we will lose a beautiful 
creature. We might not see them ever 
again and this would be tragic.  
     How can we help butterflies? First,  
butterflies have helped us more than we 
realize and now its our time to act and 
help them. For centuries butterflies have 
been lovely creatures who helped our  

What Can I Do?
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environment through the pollination 
process. There are countless of ways of 
helping. One way is by tagging  
butterflies. What is tagging a butterfly? 
Tagging is a little sticker you put on a 
butterfly’s wing to track their location.  
By tagging butterflies we can identify 
where they travel. For example, if you 
start off in Canada, tagging a Monarch 
Butterfly before its start its migration, 
you could trace the route it travels. Since 
the Monarch Butterflies migrate through 

Nebraska, you could tag or maybe find 
some Monarchs with the tag and give  
feedback to the Monarch Watch, an  
organization that is dedicated to  
education, conservation and research of 
Monarch butterflies. 

Another way you can help the butterflies 
is by providing butterfly gardens for 

them. You could create this in your  
backyard, talk to your school about  
creating one in an open space, or even 
talk to your city administration about 
adding one to a community park. By  
providing them with plants they need, 
like milkweed for Monarch Butterflies, 
you provide them a place to lay eggs and 
for the caterpillars to live and thrive. 
How do I get started with making a  
Butterfly Garden? First, you need to  
research the butterfly or butterflies you 
want to help and attract. You will learn 
the plants or flowers they like, this will 
lure them to your garden. Next, make 
sure that there are no predators close to 
your garden spot, also you want a good 
space for plants and butterflies. Gardens 
are important to butterflies because they 
provide that habitat that is being de-
stroyed . You need to plant host plants 
for caterpillars to eat. This garden also 
needs to provide a nectar source for 
the adult butterfly. With everything in-
cluded in your garden you will soon see 
various of butterflies in your garden.  If 
we don’t take care of them, butterflies 
will slowly become extinct and this will 
cause problems within the ecosystems 
they play a significant role.

     As you can see, there are many ways 
you can help protect the butterflies of 

This is a picture of a butterfly that has been 
tag. For more information on please visit 
Monarch Watch

GALLERY 7.1 Butterflies
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our world.  Providing or protecting their 
habitat is very important. Our hope is 
that you see the value in butterflies. They 
are much more important then we may 
realize. We need butterflies, not just  
because they seem lovely, but to keep 
our ecosystem strong and healthy.  
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Abdomen
The most posterior, near the bottom, portion of the three segments of an in-
sect.

Related Glossary Terms
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Antennae
Specialized, segmented, receptive, sensory organs found on the head of all in-
sects.

Related Glossary Terms

Drag related terms here



Anther
The part of the flower (specifically found on the stamen) that houses pollen.

Related Glossary Terms

Drag related terms here



Binomial nomenclature
The system of assigning scientific names to organisms.

Related Glossary Terms
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Cross pollination
The transfer of pollen from the flower of one plant to another.

Related Glossary Terms
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Dichotomous key
A key used to identify organisms. The user goes through a series of descrip-
tions that narrow down possible species until the organism is identified.

Related Glossary Terms
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Diversity
The state of being different.

Related Glossary Terms
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Family
The major subdivision of an order when classifying organisms, which usually  
contain several genera.

Related Glossary Terms
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Genus
A principal taxonomic category that ranks above species and below family.

Related Glossary Terms
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Habitats
The natural environment of an organism or the type of location where it is  
generally found.

Related Glossary Terms
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Head
The most superior segment of an insect, containing the antennae and other  
cranial organs.

Related Glossary Terms
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Host plants
The specific plant that the larvae of an insect may use as a food source in rear-
ing site.

Related Glossary Terms
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Insects
Any member of class Insecta, which has six segmented legs, three body parts, 
and one or two pairs of wings.

Related Glossary Terms
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Lepidopterists
A person who studies butterflies and/or moths.

Related Glossary Terms
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Nectar
The sugary fluid produced by some plants that helps attract pollinating in-
sects and other animals.

Related Glossary Terms
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Nectar source
A flowering plant that produces nectar (a sugary liquid that often attracts pol-
linating insects and other animals).

Related Glossary Terms

Drag related terms here



Pistil
The female organ of a flower, which is made-up of a stigma, style, and ovary.

Related Glossary Terms
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Pollen
Microscopic grains produced by the male reproductive organs (anthers) of 
some plants that are used to carry male reproductive cells in order to fertilize 
the female reproductive organs (pistils) of plants of the same species.

Related Glossary Terms
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Pollination
The depositing of pollen in order to allow for fertilization. 

Related Glossary Terms

Drag related terms here



Self-pollination
The transfer of pollen from the flower of one plant to either the same flower, 
or another flower on that same host plant.

Related Glossary Terms
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Species
A group of living organisms consisting of similar individuals capable of breed-
ing. The species is the principal natural taxonomic unit, ranking below a ge-
nus

Related Glossary Terms
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Stamen
The male, pollen-producing reproductive organ of a flower.
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Stigma
The receptacle for pollen, found at the top of most pistils (the female repro-
ductive organs of plants).

Related Glossary Terms
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Style
The portion of the pistil (the female reproductive organs of plants) that trans-
fers pollen from the stigma to the ovary.

Related Glossary Terms

Drag related terms here



Taxonomy
The science of naming organisms. The process of classifying animals into 
groups based on similar features and genetics.

Related Glossary Terms
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Thorax
The middle portion of the three segments of an insect.

Related Glossary Terms
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