CRITTER CONNECTIONS

Dragonflies



Cattails, in the family Typhaceae, are a plant commonly associated
with aquatic ecosystems. They typically grow in clumps atf the edge
between water and land in freshwater habitats. The roots, known
as rhizomes, grow in shallow water, and the rest of the plant
emerges, or sticks, out of the water several feet tall depending on
the species. You will recognize them by their long leaves and the
brown sausage-shaped ‘cattail” structure at the top of the stem.

The flowers are not bright and showy as you see in other flowering

plants; this is because they do not need to attract pollinators.

Many tiny flowers grow on a cylinder-shaped stalk called a spike, which are pollinated by wind. After
releasing pollen, the flowers fall off, leaving behind the recognizable brown cylindrical spike. Eventually
the spike falls apart, releasing fluffy seeds which are also spread by wind.

Cattails have many benefits, both as food and shelter for wildlife, and they provide resources for human use. The roots are edible,
as are the young shoots, and even the young flower spikes can be boiled and eaten like corn on the cob. The roots can also be
smashed to make a jelly-like medicine to put on scrapes and burns. The feathery seeds have been used as padding for bedding
and pillows, and wildlife will use them to line their nests. The leaves can be woven together and are used in Native American roofs,
mats, sandals and more. Even the stems have a sticky property, which can be used as a glue.

Source and Photos: Ladybird Johnson Wildflower Center Front cover photo: Gail Hampshire
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Dragonflies go through changes in their life cycle called
incomplete metamorphosis. Make a spinning chart revealing
each stage of its life cycle: the egg, nymph and adult dragonfly.

Download the craft and follow the steps here:

http://bit.ly/CC_Dragonfly

Images © University of Wisconsin-Extension and the Wisconsin
Department of Natural Resources




.. that dragonflies are carnivores and eat other insects?

.. that dragonflies spend most of their lives as a nymph?

.. that dragonflies are not related to flies?

.. that dragonflies can fly backwards?

.. that dragonflies bask in the sun like reptiles?

.. that dragonflies are a sign of a healthy aquatic
ecosystem?

.. that dragonflies can fly over 20 miles per hour?

.. that dragonflies have compound eyes made up of

over 20,000 individual eyes or ommatidia each?

Photo source: Davefoc

Great Blue Skimmer

(Libellula vibrans)

Great Blue Skimmer Image © Sheri Amsel, www.exploringnature.org  Photo source: gailhampshire
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by Elanor Dean

There are over 150 different species or types of dragonfly in
Texas. Dragonflies are in the insect order, Odonata, which
comes from a Greek word meaning tooth. Dragonflies are
insects, which means they have six legs, and their bodly is split
into three parts, the head, thorax and abdomen. They have a
pair of compound eyes and a mouth with sharp teeth on their
head. Their legs and four wings connect to the thorax and
the long abdomen contains most of their organs. Dragonflies
have a large pair of compound eyes, which take up most of
their head. The compound eyes are made up of thousands
of individual eyes called ommatidia.

Also in the order

Odonata, is a group

of insects that are

similar to dragonflies,

called  damselflies.

They have similar

characteristics,  like

o toothed  mouth
slender body and

four wings, and they live in the same habitats, which is
why damselflies are sometimes confused with dragonflies.
Here are some ways to tell them apart: First, dragonflies
are much larger and have thicker bodies. The eyes of a
dragonfly are much larger and closer together on their head,
almost touching, where damselflies have smaller eyes that
are spaced apart. They also hold their wings differently when
resting, dragonflies hold all four of their wings out to the side
of their bodies, but damselflies fold their wings together.

Dragonflies are found in aquatic, freshwater habitats with
plants like ponds, streams and lakes. This is because they live
underwater during the larval stage of their life cycle, and as
an adult they perch on plants coming out of the water. They
rely on the environment to control their body temperature, so
they will lay out or bask on plants and rocks in the sun to stay
warm and will seek shade to cool down.

Dragonflies go through changes in their life cycle in a process
called incomplete metamorphosis. Dragonflies lay their eggs
on underwater plants or on stems emerging from the water.
After several weeks, the eggs hatch into the larval form,
known as a nymph. Dragonflies spend most of their lives

underwater in the nymph form, sometimes up to five years.
Nymphs breathe using gills and are usually plain in color so
they can camouflage or blend in with their environment. They
are carnivores and feed on a number of underwater prey,
which they catch with their mouth. They will eat or consume
almost anything they can catch including worms, mosquito
and other insect larvae, small fish, snails and more. Nymphs
move by sucking water into their abdomen and shooting it
out, which pushes them through the water. As the nymph
grows, it will molt or shed its skin several times until it is
almost the same size as an adult dragonfly. At this time, it
will stick its head out of the water and adapt to breathing air
instead of using gills. Once it can breathe air, it will crawl
out of the water and molt for the final time. The final molting
process takes about an hour and the dragonfly is defenseless
during this time. The nymph tightly holds the stem of a plant
with its legs and the skin on its back will split, allowing the
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adult dragonfly to crawl out or emerge. Once its body is
free, the dragonfly’s exoskeleton begins to harden and it
pumps a blood-like substance called hemolymph into its
wings, allowing them to expand. Once its wings are dry, the
dragonfly will ﬁy away, leaving behind its old exoskeleton. If
you investigate the plants in an aquatic habitat, you might
find an old dragonfly exoskeleton.

Dragonfly molt

Adult dragonflies are carnivores and will catch flying insects
in the air, such as ants, butterflies, mosquitoes, flies and even
other dragonflies. They are excellent fliers and can reach
speeds over 20 miles per hour. They can also hover in place
like a helicopter and fly backwards.

Dragonflies are indicator species, which means that their
presence in a habitat tells you something about that habitat.
In the case of dragonflies, they reveal that the habitat is clean
and healthy. Dragonfly nymphs are very sensitive to changes
in water from added chemicals and temperature changes
caused by pollution. They will not survive in habitats with

Common Green Damer

Halloween Pennant

polluted water, so if you see a dragonfly, you will know that
the environment is healthy. Dragonflies rely on a clean and
healthy aquatic ecosystem, which is why it is so important
for us to conserve water and prevent pollution. You can also
help by tracking dragonflies you see using an app called
iNaturalist.

Golden-winged Skimmer

WORD BANK
Odonata — the Order or scientific group that includes
dragonflies and damselflies
Ommatidia - the individual eyes that form the compound
eye of an insect
Nymph - the larva or second stage in the life cycle of some
insects, like dragonflies
Hemolymph - ablood like substance found in invertebrates
like insects
Indicator species - a living thing that, when found in
certain habitats, provides information about the health of
the ecosystem

Source: Texas Parks and Wildlife, National Geographic, Texas A&M Agrilife
Photos from Wikimedia Commons: Steve Berardi, Judy Gallagher, Insects
Unlocked, Chuck Evans, Matt Reinbold, Gail Hampshire




Unscramble the words and fill in the blank.

Dragonflies have a pair of eyes. DOUMNCOP
The larval stage of a dragonfly’s life cycle is the . HYNPM
A dragonfly is a type of : CENTSI
Dragonflies can fly forwards and : CAWBAKRDS
Dragonflies are , so they eat meat like insects. SCARVEINOR
Dragonflies live in habitats near . TWEAR
Dragonflies are sensitive to . OULLPTION
Dragonflies will or shed their skin as they grow. TMOL

Photo Source: Alan Schmierer
To stay warm, a dragonfly will lay out or in the sun. BSKA
Dragonflies are related to flies. DASLEM
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Draw a dragonfly in its habitat:

What is something you learned about dragonflies?

Join our iNaturalist Project - Statewide Stewards, to record dragonfly observations.
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Youth| Education Programs

Trunks

* 2-week reservations
* Seven wildlife topics
* Hands-on materials and lessons

* TEKS aligned for Grades K-8

LAN.D.S. Program

* Attend a workshop to receive
natural resource lessons

* Hands-on classroom activities
* Field Investigation Days

* TEKS aligned for Grades 6-12

Distamee

*20-45 minute programs
* Videoconferences &
On-demand webinars
* TEKS aligned for Grades K-8

Educator Workshops

* Provides hands-on training and
lessons for educators
* Grades K-8 and grades 6-12
available

* 6-12 hours of CPE credits

WALTHEs oy Desfiga

* Classroom Presentations
* 30-60 minutes in length
* Hands-on, inquiry-based learning
* TEKS aligned for Grades K-8

Treinity River Project
* Study along the Trinity River
* Water quality testing and analysis
* Hands-on, inquiry-based learning
* TEKS aligned for Grades 4-12

* 40 lessons about land stewardship and conservation
* Available online and
in every Discovery Trunk

* TEKS aligned for Grades K-8
* Available at no cost

- Jeoim TWA Tecleyd

www.texas-wildlite.org

TWA is a membership-based, non-profit organization whose goal is to educate all people, especially the youth of Texas
about conservation, management and stewardship of wildlife and habitat on private land.

Critter Connections

To receive a one-year subscription of Critter Connections go to:
www.texas-wildlife.org/program-areas/subscribe-to-critter-connections
Critter Connections is made possible by a grant from
the San Antonio Livestock Exposition, Inc.

All education programs are made possible through memberships, grants and donations. Learn more about the levels of
membership as well as the educational programs TWA offers on our website.
All membership levels include a one-year subscription to the TWA monthly Texas Wildlife magazine.

IMembenship)fevelss

Active $150 Associate* $75 Online $35
* If you are an educator in the Texas please call the TWA office at 800-TEX-WILD for our educator discount.
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Family $250




TEXAS WILDLIFE ASSOCIATION

Providing essential funding to the education
programs of Texas Wildlife Association

Please consider making a tax-deductible investment to TWAF, and help us as
we continue to change minds and lives, through natural resource education.
Together, we can make sure that Texans understand the importance of wild
things, wild places, and the stewards who care for them.

www.twafou ndation.org
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