
 
 
 
 
 

 
Summary/Purpose:  
 
This activity provides resources that foster a student’s understanding of the different types of insect 
wings. The students will identify different wing types, and associate wings with their functions in the 
survival of insects. 
 
Grade Level: 5th – 7th  
 
Time: 1 hour 
  
Standards:  
        
 
 
 
Materials: 
 
Provided in this kit: 

• 8 Insect boxes, 40 corks, various insects 
• Copies of Insect Wing Types question sheet 
• Copies of Insect Wings cross-word puzzle  
• Laminated pictures of insect wing types (teacher use only) 

Provided by the teacher: 
• Hand lenses or dissecting scope 

 
Objectives:  
 

• Students will make observations about different types of insect wings 
• Students will identify insect wing types 
• Students will demonstrate knowledge of insect wing vocabulary 

Procedure: 
 
Introduction Prior Preparation:  Before leading the students through this activity, the 

teacher must prepare enough “insect boxes” for each group.  For this 
activity, each box will contain all the same insects.  Mount one insect on one 
cork and place the cork in the box.  Each box should have the following 
insects:  a beetle, a stinkbug (or any Hemipteran), a grasshopper (or any 
Orthopteran), a housefly or mosquito or crane fly, and a dragonfly.  There is 
a sample Insect Box for this activity in the wooden framed box labeled 
“Teacher’s Box.”  Small boxes, corks, and all of these insects are included 
in this Insect Kit.  Make enough copies of the Insect Wing Types question 
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sheet and the Insect Wings crossword puzzle for each student.  You should 
have laminated photos of wing types ready for step #6.   

• Divide students into groups of 4.  Have each group sit together at a 
table or group of desks.     

• Distribute the following items to each group:  a box of insects, hand 
lenses or dissecting scopes, and the Insect Wing Types question 
sheet. 

Body • Have the students look closely at the wings of the insects in their 
container, and answer the questions on the sheet.   

• When the students have completed their observations and indicated 
the answers on their sheets, review the answers.  Ask each group one 
question and have that group answer the question for the class.   

• Tape a picture of each wing type on the board and label them with 
the proper names (indicated in the Background material). 

• Hand out the crossword puzzle to the students and give them time to 
complete it.   

Closure  • To conclude, review the correct responses for the 
crossword puzzle. 

  



   

 

Assessment possibilities: 
Provide each student with a worksheet displaying pictures of the five wing 
types (but without the labels).  Ask each student to write down the 
following for each of the five wing illustrations: the name of the wing 
type; one descriptive feature; and at least one example of an insect with 
those wings. 
 
Extensions: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Background information: 

Another aspect of insect morphology that is highly variable is wings.   
Insects may have one pair of wings, two pairs of wings, or none at all.  
Grasshoppers have parchment-like forewings and membranous hind 
wings.  Beetles have hard outer wing covers, called elytra, which protect 
the second pair of membranous wings beneath.  Boxelder bugs have 
forewings with a leathery base and a membranous tip.  Flies have one pair 
of membranous wings and a pair of knobby structures called halteres that 
are used for balance.  

 Many small insects like mosquitoes have tiny hairs on their wings 
that give them lift and help them fly.  Other insects, like bees and 
butterflies, have hooks on their wings that link the forewings and hind 
wings together.  

Summary of the main wing types: 
• Elytra (plural) – Elytron (singular).  Hardened outer wing 

(forewings) of beetles (Coleoptera). 
• Hemelytra (plural) – Hemelytron (singular).  Forewings that are 

leathery at the base and membranous at the tips, like those of Boxelder 
bugs, stink bugs, and all true bugs (Hemiptera). 

• Tegmina (plural) – Tegmen (singular).  Parchment-like forewing 
of grasshoppers, crickets, and other Orthopterans.  

• Membranous – Translucent, fragile wing of many insects (flies, 
bees, dragonflies, etc.). 

• Halteres – Modified hindwings of Diptera (flies, crane flies, 
mosquitoes); knob-like structures on a slender stalk. 

NOTES 

      

Key Vocabulary:  
• Elytra 

• Hemelytra 

• Tegima 

• Membranous 

• Halteres 

• Forewing 

• Framework 

• Hemolymph 

• Veins 

• Locomotion 

• Hindwing 

Links to other lessons:  
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Insect Wing Types 
Question Sheet 

 
 
1.  Look at the insects in the container on your table.  Describe the different wing types 
of each insect.  Are they hard, soft, leathery, opaque, translucent?  What other words 
can you think of to describe these wing types?   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2.  Why do you think there are different types of insect wings?   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3.  Do you see lines in the wings?  These lines are called veins.  What do you think is the 
purpose of these veins? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4.  How does having wings help an insect? 
 
 
 



   

Insect Wing Types 
Question Sheet (Teacher’s Copy) 

 
 
1.  Look at the insects in the container on your table.  Describe the different wing types 
of each insect.  Are they hard, pliable, leathery, opaque, translucent?  What other words 
can you think of to describe these wing types?   
Beetle – hard, opaque outer wing (forewing), membranous (translucent and pliable) inner  

wing (hind wing) 
Stink bug (or any Hemipteran) -  leathery and opaque at the base (next to the body),  

pliable at the tip.  Sometimes the tip is opaque, sometimes it is translucent. 
Grasshopper (or any Orthopteran) – the forewing (or outer wing) is parchment-like, the hind wing (or 
 inner wing) is pliable and translucent.   
House fly/mosquito/crane fly – these insects have only one pair of membranous wings (pliable and 
 translucent), and a set of halteres (knob-like structures on a stalk). 
Dragonfly – two pairs of membranous wings. 

2.  Why do you think there are different types of insect wings?   
Different types of wings provide different functions.  In the beetles, the elytra protect the thin 

membranous wings beneath.   The tegmina of grasshoppers probably serve the same function of 
protection, as well as allow the insect to make sounds.  The hemelytra of true bugs are strengthened at 
the base of the wing where most of the stress occurs during flight.  The halteres of flies are necessary for 
balance and stability of flight.  
 Different insects need these different wing types in order to be successful in their niche. 

3.  Do you see lines in the wings?  These lines are called veins.  What do you think is the 
purpose of these veins? 
 Veins provide a supportive framework for the wings.  Hemolymph (equivalent to human blood) 
runs through the veins providing oxygen, water and nutrients to the wings.  Without the water, the wings 
will become brittle and break.   
4.  How does having wings help an insect? 
 Wings help insects to escape predation, to find mates, and to disperse to find food (if they could 
not disperse, there would not be enough food in one place for them all).  Wings also allow insects to 
inhabit niches that otherwise would remain off-limits to them (i.e. the canopy in the rain forest).  In 
terms of evolution, wings increased their chances of survival.  
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Crossword Puzzle 
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Insect Wing Types 

Crossword Puzzle Clues 
 

 
 
Across   
   
   
1.  The wing closest to the insect’s head.  
2.  The veins create a supportive ___________ in the wings.   
3.  Insect blood that circulates through the wing veins.   
4.  A wing type that is translucent and thin.  
5.  On true bugs, the base of the forewing is _____________ (descriptive word).  
6.  These structures provide stability in flight for flies.  
7.  These structures provide oxygen, water, and nutrients to the wings. 
8.  Without halteres, flies would not have ___________ in flight. 
  

Down 
1.  Wings provide the primary means of ___________ for many insects. 
2.  The wing closest to the insect’s abdomen. 
3.  One forewing of a grasshopper is called a ______. 
4.  The forewings of true bugs. 
5.  A word to describe the forewings of grasshoppers.   
6.  Without wings, many insects would not be able to ______ predation.  
7.  The outer wings of beetles.   
8.  An insect’s ________ often depends on its ability to fly. 
9.  Structures that allow insects to fly. 
10.  Without wings, ______ would be impossible.  

 



   

Insect Wing Types 
 

Crossword Puzzle (Teacher’s Copy) 
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Insect Wing Types 

Crossword Puzzle Clues (Teacher’s Copy) 
 

 
 
Across   
    
1.  The wing closest to the insect’s head. (forewing) 
2.  The veins create a supportive framework in the wings.   
3.  Insect blood that circulates through the wing veins.  (hemolymph) 
4.  A wing type that is translucent and thin. (membranous) 
5.  On true bugs, the base of the forewing is leathery (descriptive word).  
6.  These structures provide stability in flight for flies.  (halteres) 
7.  These structures provide oxygen, water, and nutrients to the wings. (veins) 
8.  Without halteres, flies would not have stability in flight. 
  

Down 
 
1.  Wings provide the primary means of locomotion for many insects. 
2.  The wing closest to the insect’s abdomen.   (hindwing) 
3.  One forewing of a grasshopper is called a tegmin. 
4.  The forewings of true bugs.   (hemelytra) 
5.  A word to describe the forewings of grasshoppers.  (parchment) 
6.  Without wings, many insects would not be able to escape predation.  
7.  The outer wings of beetles.   (elytra) 
8.  An insect’s survival often depends on its ability to fly. 
9.  Structures that allow insects to fly.  (wings) 
10.  Without wings, flight would be impossible.  
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