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Lesson Overview
Students will create a ‘discovery wall’ using Canadian Geographic’s The Polar Blog as a guide. Students will also 

learn how insects are vital to determining seasons, the types of insects found in the Arctic and climate change.
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TTHE NORTH’S MOST ICONIC wildlife, 
such as polar bears, caribou and snowy 
owls, could not survive without the smallest 
and least familiar of the region’s creatures. 
They’re not well understood, but insects and 
spiders (arthropods) are hugely important, 
says Arctic entomologist Elyssa Cameron.

“They’re pollinators, carnivores, herbi-
vores and decomposers,” she says. “They 
keep the ecosystem producing and recy-
cling the nutrients that Arctic plants and 
animals depend on.” But even basic infor-
mation — as simple as where and when to 
find specific species — is lacking.

Cameron, who recently completed her 
master’s at Montreal’s McGill University, 
is helping fill in those blanks and laying 
groundwork for long-term arthropod moni-
toring that will bring new understanding of 
the effects of climate change on the Arctic.

As part of a Polar Knowledge Canada 
study, Cameron collected arthropods in 

Cambridge Bay, Nunavut. Her traps 
were simple yellow bowls placed in the 
ground — innocent in appearance but a 
fatal attraction for flying insects. 

“In one summer,” she says, “I got over 
80,000 individuals: spiders, mites, spring-
tails, flies, butterflies, moths, bees, wasps, 
beetles — pretty much everything you can 
find in the North.” 

Cameron identified each one and its job 
in the ecosystem. This information is cru-
cial, because regardless of geographical 
location, Arctic arthropods perform the 
same functions and tend to live in similar 
habitats, which can be as small as a few 
square metres. Habitat information can be 
extrapolated to build a picture of what is 
happening on the ground across the Arctic. 

“Arthropods are very specific in terms of 
where they decide to live,” says Cameron. 
“A wet habitat will have a higher proportion 
of decomposers than a dry habitat, and a 

Tiny creatures,  
big lessons

This is the latest in a blog series on polar issues and research (cangeo.ca/blog/polarblog) presented 

by Canadian Geographic and Polar Knowledge Canada, a Government of Canada agency with a mandate 

to advance Canada’s knowledge of the Arctic and strengthen Canadian leadership in polar science and 

technology. Learn more at canada.ca/en/polar-knowledge.

WHAT INSECTS AND SPIDERS ARE  
TEACHING US ABOUT THE ARCTIC
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Booth’s sulphur butterflies collected in 

Elyssa Cameron’s study of Arctic arthropods, 

which could help northern researchers 

anticipate effects of climate change.

different food-web structure, even though 
they may be only 10 metres apart. Also, 
arthropods found at the beginning of the 
season have been replaced by other species 
by the end. For a true picture of the arthro-
pod community, you have to keep sampling 
throughout the season.”

Cameron’s research is helping develop 
an accurate method for monitoring arthro-
pods. This summer she is travelling back 
to Cambridge Bay to set up the season’s 
monitoring sites, and northern students 
working for Polar Knowledge Canada are 
looking after the sampling.  

“In the Arctic, everything is linked,” says 
Cameron. “What we learn from arthropods 
will give us a better idea of how to address 
climate change and other environmental 
issues. We’ll be able to make better use of 
our resources and management practices, 
and ultimately better recommendations for 
conservation in the future.”

Links to Canadian Standards for Geography
Geographic Skill 1: Asking Geographic Questions
•	 Distinguish between geographic and non-geographic questions
•	 Why is the Arctic a significant location?

Geographic Skill 2: Acquiring Geographic Information
•	 Make and record observations about physical characteristics of places.

Geographic Skill 3: Organizing Geographic Information
•	 Construct a diagram to display geographic information

Geographic Skill 4: Analyzing Geographic Information
•	 Use texts, photographs, and documents to observe and interpret geographic trends.

 Geographic Skill 5: Answering Geographic Questions

•	 Apply generalizations to solve geographic problems and make reasoned decisions.

Lesson Activity
•	 To begin your class’s creation of their insect discovery wall, have students develop questions about bugs and insects and 

place their questions on the discovery wall. Ask students “Why are bugs important?” to prompt a class discussion about 
their importance.

•	 Read parts from the Polar Blog in the July 2016 issue of Canadian Geographic to your students. Using the magazine, past 
Canadian Geographic issues, or images online, search for photos of Canada’s Arctic from all seasons. Show students so 
they can get an understanding of what the seasons are like in Canada’s far north.

Materials
•	 1 copy of July 2016 Canadian Geographic
•	 2 yellow bowls
•	 Computer with internet connection
•	 Smart phone, tablet or camera for taking pictures
•	 Art supplies to create the discovery wall:  glue, markers, 

stapler and tape.

Grade level
 K-5

Time
Ongoing throughout the school year
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•	 Ask students questions like: “Which season would you find the most insects in the Arctic?”, “What insects would you find 
in the Arctic?”, “What may harm insects in the Arctic?”, “How does climate change impact insects?” and “Why would 
insects like living in the Arctic?”, “What role do insects play in the ecosystem?” Add these questions to the discovery wall.

•	 Locate a place around your school where you can dig a small hole to hold one of the yellow bowls. Place the second bowl 
in a different location. Have students create a map of their school and note where the bowls are  for the discovery wall. 
Possible locations can be in gardens, under trees, bushes, fences, etc.

•	 Throughout the year have students work together to answer the discovery wall questions by regularly checking the bowls 
throughout each season. Have students take photos of what they see and the insects that they discover in the bowls and 
then add these to their discovery wall. To help students investigate bugs read the following Canadian Geographic blog post 
together as a class. 

•	 At the end of the school year have students examine their insect discovery wall full of answered questions, photos, and 
learning that the students have done and that can be shown off to their parents. Happy insect hunting!
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