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What isisisis a butterfly?

A butterfly is an 
insect.

It’s body has three 
parts – a head, 
thorax and 
abdomen. 
It has three pairs of 
legs and two pairs 
of wings.Sa
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In Britain there 
are 56 different 
kinds of butterfly.
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Here are some of the butterflies that live in Britain.
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Butterfly wings are very delicate. They are 
covered with thousands of tiny, brightly coloured 
scales that are arranged 
like tiles on a roof.
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The scales make 
beautiful patterns.

It’s important never to touch 
a butterfly’s wings. 
They are easily damaged 
and if a butterfly can’t fly 
anymore, it will die.Sa
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Most butterflies that are red and black, or yellow 
and black, taste nasty. Birds soon learn to 
leave them alone!

Butterflies have 
lots of enemies. 
Birds eat them. 
Spiders eat 
them. Insects 
eat them.
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Most butterflies live in grassland, farmland and 
woodland habitats. These are all places where 
there are lots of flowers in summer.

They also like 
gardens and parks 
where there are 
plenty of flowers 
with nectar. 
This small tortoise 
shell butterfly is 
attracted to flowers 
with nectar.
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A garden can be visited by as many as 20 different 
kinds of butterflies - if it has the right plants.

Butterflies have short lives and eat very 
little. They survive on plant nectar, juice 
from rotting fruits and sap from trees.
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Caterpillars have jaws but butterflies don’t. They 
have a proboscis that is like a long tube.
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nectar, it uncoils 
its proboscis and 
uses it like a straw 
to suck up nectar. 

A butterfly keeps its proboscis 
coiled up under its head when it’s 
not feeding.
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Dandelions and grape hyacinths are important 
flowers for any butterfly that emerges in the 
spring.
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The first butterflies appear on warm sunny days in 
spring. The female and the
male butterflies mate. 

The female butterfly 
chooses where to lay her 
eggs very carefully. 
She always chooses a 
plant that the 
caterpillars can eat 
when they hatch.

All butterflies start life as an egg.
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The Red Admiral lays 
a single egg on top of 
a nettle leaf then lays 
another egg on another 
leaf. 

Some butterflies lay each 
egg in a different place.

Her egg is tiny 
but close up it 
looks like this.

Sa
mp

le 
Sli

de
After one or two weeks, butterfly eggs hatch into 
caterpillars. The caterpillar is the second stage of 
the butterfly’s life cycle. 

All the caterpillar 
does is grow and eat 
until it’s ready for 
the next stage.

Sa
mp

le 
Sli

de
A caterpillar has a 
long body made up 
of segments with a 
head, thorax and 
abdomen just like 
an adult butterfly.

Caterpillars start 
eating as soon as 
they hatch and 
they eat 
all day!Sa
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Many animals eat caterpillars. In summer, 
animals – especially small birds such as tits and 
robins – catch caterpillars and feed them to their 
young.

Without a 
good supply 
of caterpillars 
many animals 
would starve.Sa

mp
le 

Sli
de

Blue tits can feed their young one caterpillar every 
minute! They might collect as many as 10,000 
caterpillars while their chicks are in the nest.Sa
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Some caterpillars, just like adult butterflies, protect 
themselves by being coloured so they blend into 
the background and can’t be spotted by their 
predators.

Green 
caterpillars  
hide on 
leaves. 
They are 
hard to spot 
if they stay 
still.
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Many caterpillars are poisonous. They get the 
poison from the plants they eat. Their bright 
colours warn predators that they are not to be 
eaten.

Some caterpillars are spiky or 
hairy and this makes them 
difficult to eat.

The swallowtail caterpillar 
has a pair of orange horns to 
frighten away predators. Also 
it smells like a ripe pineapple!.
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Caterpillars grow very quickly. After a month 
they change and become a pupa (chrysalis).

Most caterpillars hang 
from a branch or a leaf 
when they become a 
pupa. Some spin a 
silken cocoon around 
themselves before they 
become a pupa.
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This is a Red Admiral pupa hanging from  a nettle 
leaf.

From the outside it 
looks as if nothing is 
happening, but inside 
the pupa, the body 
of the caterpillar is 
changing into a 
butterfly.
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After a few weeks, the case 
splits and a new butterfly 
pulls itself free.

It crawls onto a nearby 
branch. Its wings are 
crumpled and wet so it 
can’t fly. First it has to 
pump blood into its wings 
so they can expand. 

Then, once its wings are dry the 
butterfly will fly away.Sa
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This Red Admiral 
is drying its 
wings in the sun.

Butterflies need 
to be warm for 
their bodies to 
work properly.

Butterflies don’t eat to grow bigger; they use food 
to make heat inside their bodies. Heat makes energy 
and that keeps their bodies working. 
At night when the air is cold, they rest.Sa
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The most important thing that a female butterfly 
has to do is to 
lay eggs.

The most important 
thing for a caterpillar 
to do is keep on 
eating until it’s big 
enough to become a 
pupa or chrysalis.

Then it can start changing into an adult 
butterfly.
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A life cycle means 
going round and 
round. This is the life 
cycle of a butterfly.
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Cabbage White Butterfly

There are 
four main 
stages in a 
butterfly’s 
life cycle.
Can you talk 
about them?
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Painted Lady  Butterfly
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Parts of a caterpillar

Life cycle of a 
Black Swallowtail 
butterfly.
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