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Why are so many bees dying? 
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Elementary School (5
th
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Honeybee Mystery 
 

Introductory Classroom Activity (25 minutes) 
 

 Present on a projector (or distribute a handout) of images of bees in the process 
of pollination (see front cover).  After giving students a moment to look at the 
images, ask, “Have you heard about how the bee population is decreasing?” 
“Why do you think is causing bees to die?”   
 

 Let students know that they are going to watch two short video clips that address 
what role bees play in nature and about why bees are disappearing.  The first 
video gives an overview of the importance of bees.  The second video discusses 
about the sudden and mysterious drop in honey bee populations (Colony 
Collapse Disorder) and what might be causing bees to disappear. 

 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mdfMkr1pXrM  
 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2P7cYGjI8Fw 

 
 

 Following the two videos, engage students in a brief classroom discussion using 
some of the following as discussion questions: 

 
- What role do honeybees play in pollination? 
- What is causing the honeybees to die? 
- What will happen if honeybees continue to die due to Colony Collapse Disorder? 
-  What can we do to prevent honeybees from dying? 

 

 Say to the students, “In the performance task that you are going to participate in 
this week, you will learn more about honey bees, pollination and Colony Collapse 
Disorder.  You will also learn more about how vital bees are in our lives, as well 
as what might be causing the decline of honeybees.  Eventually, you will write an 
opinion paper on a topic related to the sources.” 

 
 

     
 
       
            

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mdfMkr1pXrM
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2P7cYGjI8Fw


Student Directions 
 

Honeybee Mystery 
 

Task: 
 
In your science class, you have been learning about bees and their role vital role in 
pollination.  You have also learned about how the bee population is on a rapid decline 
due to Colony Collapse Disorder.  After you have reviewed these sources, you will 
answer some questions about them.  Briefly review these resources and the three 
questions that follow.  Then, go back and read the sources carefully so you will have the 
information you need to answer the questions and complete your research.  You may 
take notes in the margin as you find information in the sources to capture your thoughts, 
reactions and any questions you might have, as you read. 
 
In Part 2, you will write an opinion based letter to the Oregon Department of Agriculture 
(USDA) on a topic related to the sources. 
 
Directions for Beginning: 
You will now examine several sources.  You can re-examine the sources as often as 
you like. 
 
Initial Questions: 
After examining the research sources, use the rest of the time in Part 1 to answer the 
three questions about them.  Your answers to these questions will be part of your score 
for the reading portion of the assessment.  Also, your answers will help you think about 
the information you have read and viewed, which should help you write your opinion 
letter.  Both your margin notes and your answers to the questions will be available to 
you as you work on your letter. 
 
 
 

            
 
 
 
 
            



Source #1:  HONEYBEE 
This section of an online article from the National Geographic Kids website, gives an 
overview of what honeybees are and do in regard to pollination. 
 

 
 
Overview 

Honeybees live in colonies with one queen running the whole hive. Worker honeybees are all 

females and are the only bees most people ever see flying around outside of the hive. They 

forage for food, build the honeycombs, and protect the hive. Many species still occur in the wild, 

but honeybees are disappearing from hives due to colony collapse disorder. Scientists are not 

sure what is causing this collapse.  

 

Honeybees are important pollinators for flowers, fruits, and vegetables. They live on stored 

honey and pollen all winter and cluster into a ball to conserve warmth. All honeybees are social 

and cooperative insects. Members of the hive are divided into three types. Workers forage for 

food (pollen and nectar from flowers), build and protect the hive, clean, and circulate air by 

beating their wings. The queen's job is simple—she lays the eggs that will spawn the hive's next 

generation of bees. There is usually only a single queen in a hive. If the queen dies, workers will 

create a new queen by feeding one of the worker females a special food called "royal jelly." This 

elixir enables the worker to develop into a fertile queen.  

 

Queens regulate the hive's activities by producing chemicals that guide the behavior of the other 

bees. Male bees are called drones—the third class of honeybee. Several hundred drones live in 

each hive during the spring and summer, but they are expelled for the winter months when the 

hive goes into a lean survival mode. 

 

 



Source #2:  The Case of the Missing Bees 
 
This article is from the October 8, 2010 edition of Time for Kids, gives an overview of how 
scientists think they have solved the mystery of where have all the honeybees gone. 

Where have all the honeybees gone? Over the past few years, millions of the helpful insects have 

disappeared. They fly away from their colonies in search of pollen and nectar and never return. Finally, 

scientists have solved part of the mystery. 

The two suspects in the disappearance are a fungus and a virus. (A fungus is an organism that feeds on 

matter; some fungi cause infection. A virus is a germ.) Bees infected with either the fungus or the virus 

separately could become sick, but they would probably survive. Bees infected with the fungus and the 

virus, however, would most certainly die, the scientists discovered. 

"We found that the virus and the fungus together kill bees faster than anything that would happen alone," 

Colin Henderson told TFK. He is a member of the research team at the University of Montana that, 

together with Army scientists, made the discoveries. 

In the past few years, bee populations in the U.S. have dropped 20% to 40%. The disappearance of entire 

beehives is called colony collapse disorder (CCD). Earlier studies focused on changes in weather and 

pesticides as possible causes of CCD. Pesticides are chemicals that are sprayed on crops to keep pests 

away. 

Busy Bees 

Why is CCD a growing concern? Honeybees do important jobs. They sip sweet nectar from flowers and 

use it to make honey. They also pollinate flowering plants by carrying tiny grains of pollen from one part 

of a flower to another. The result: plants grow seeds and fruit. Bees pollinate crops that we eat every day 

including apples, almonds, broccoli, cucumbers and cantaloupe. 

Each spring, beekeepers transport billions of honeybees around the country. They sell their pollination 

service to farmers. If there weren't enough bees to do the job, crops could suffer. About one-third of the 

food grown in the United States requires a honeybee to produce the seed or the fruit. There is no 

technology that can do the delicate work of bees. "In some seasons, there have been shortages of bees to 

pollinate all of the almond and citrus orchards," Henderson says. 

Case Closed? 

The discovery doesn't mean that bees are home free. Scientists are still doing research to discover how, 

exactly, the fungus and virus combine to kill the bees. For now, scientists advise beekeepers to treat the 

fungus, which is easier to cure than the virus, with a fungicide. This way, beekeepers can keep one half of 

the problem away and their colonies will be less vulnerable to attack. 

"I hope no one goes away with the idea that we've actually solved the problem," Jeffrey Pettis of 

the U.S. Department of Agriculture. "We still have a great deal of research to do to resolve why 

bees are dying in the U.S. and elsewhere." 

 



Source #3: Honeybees and Colony Collapse Disorder Info-Graphic 

This info-graphic discusses more in depth what Colony Collapse Disorder is, as well as 

illustrates how important bees are. There is also a brief description of the process of how honey 

is made. 

 



Source #4: Pesticides Linked to Bee Die- Off 

 This online blog (Green planet 4 kids) article discusses how the role of pesticides in 

agriculture has had a negative impact on the bee population. 

(http://greenplanet4kids.com/blog/princess_of_whales/pesticides-linked-to-bee-die-off (July 

30, 2012)) 

In the last few years there has been a lot of concern about the dying off of the bee populations in 

the world. Bees are needed to pollinate crops and there is a lot of worry about what will happen 

to our food supply if the bees keep disappearing. 

 Although there has been a lot of speculation as to what the cause might be, no one has come up 

with a definitive answer. Pesticides have been a suspect for quite some time, but scientists have 

been unable to actually pinpoint them as the culprit. 

  

The most baffling phenomenon is the Colony Collapse Disorder (CDD), which only affect 

honeybees. 

 

Now two different studies by scientists in France and Britain have been published suggesting that 

even low levels of pesticides can have devastating effects on bee colonies by affecting their 

homing capabilities. 

  

The French experiments appear to indicate that the chemicals in pesticides cloud the brains of the 

honeybee so they cannot navigate their way back to the hive. Britain’s scientists have come to a 

similar conclusion that bumble bees are not bringing back enough food to supply new queens. 

 

Insecticides have become extremely popular and almost all corn that is grown in the United 

States is treated with neonicotinoids.  The leading maker of the neonicotinoids, Bayer 

CropScience, is hesitant to embrace the results of the studies for obvious reasons, claiming that 

mites and virus are more likely the cause of the declining bee populations. 

  

Still, the theory has plenty of people concerned. The researchers in France fed the honeybees 

sugar water with neonictinoid and them moved them a kilometer away from their hive. The 

scientists attached miniature radio tags to the honeybees to keep track of them. They concluded 

that that after exposure, in familiar territory, honeybees were 10% less likely to make it back to 

the hive compared to unexposed honeybees. If they were in unfamiliar territory, they were 31% 

less likely to make it back home.  

  

In the British study, scientists fed the sugar and neonicotinoid to 50 bumble bee colonies and 

then moved them to a farm beside 25 colonies that were only fed sugar water. The scientists 

found that the exposed colonies produced 85% fewer queens which would mean that there were 

85% fewer hives the next year. 

  

Harvard School of Public Health has conducted their own research and they have concluded that 

there is strong evidence that imidacloprid, one of the most widely used pesticides is responsible 

for the Colony Collapse Disorder. 



Source #5: Good News for Bee (The U.S. government is working to save the bee population) 

This article from Time for Kids (June 23, 2014) discusses how the United States government 

has allocated funds in order to keep the U.S. bee population healthy and strong. 

 

In the last eight years, millions of honeybees have disappeared. Now, the U.S. government is 

stepping in to help fight this problem. Last Friday, President Barack Obama announced the start 

of the Pollinator Health Task Force. This group will work on keeping the U.S. bee population 

healthy and strong, and will educate people about what they can do to help bees. 

“The problem is serious and requires immediate attention,” President Obama said in a statement. 

“It is critical to expand Federal efforts and take new steps to reverse pollinator losses and help 

restore (bee) populations to healthy levels.” 

Bees are important because they are pollinators and help crops grow.  Bees and other animals 

such as birds and bats pollinate flowering plants by moving grains of pollen from one plant to 

another. Through pollination, plants can grow seeds and fruit.     

Colony Collapse Disorder 

In recent years, scientists have been studying why millions of bees have been leaving their hives 

and not returning, which is known as colony collapse disorder (CCD).  Scientists believe that a 

fungus, a virus, pesticides, and parasites may be among the causes of this disorder. 

The new Pollinator Health Task Force will partner with state and local agencies to protect 

honeybees, and develop new habitats for pollinators. It also plans to start a public education 

campaign to increase awareness of the importance pollinators, and steps that can be taken to 

protect them. The task force will reach out to individuals, businesses, schools libraries and 

museums.  President Obama has requested $50 million in his 2015 budget to fight this problem. 

 



Why We Need Bees  

Even though many people may think bees are a nuisance, they are an important part of how we 

grow food in the U.S.  At least 90 commercial crops including nuts, fruits and vegetables rely on 

honeybees for pollination. Honeybees are the “glue that holds our agricultural system together,” 

wrote the journalist Hannah Nordaus in her book The Beekeeper’s Lament.  

Each year, bees provide more than $15 billion in value to the agricultural crops in the U.S., 

according to the White House.   

Obama noted that helping save the bee population will avoid additional economic impact on the 

agricultural sector, and will help protect the health of the environment. 

The president also noted the population decline of Monarch butterflies, another important 

pollinator. The number of migrating Monarch butterflies sank to the lowest recorded population 

level in 2013-14. The task force will also work to bring their populations back to healthy levels. 

 

 

 



Question #1 The possible causes of honeybee decline are listed in the sources that you have 

read.  In the boxes below, list at least five different suspects that might be causing the honey bee 

population to drop rapidly.   

Suspects Discussed in which 
article(s) (#)? 

1. 
 

 

2. 
 

 

3. 
 

 

4. 
 

 

5. 
 

 

 Question #2 Each of the different sources discuss how bees help the environment.  Explain 

what you have learned about how bees help the environment.  Use one detail from Source #1 and 

one detail from Source # 2 to support your explanation.  For each detail, include the source title 

or number. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Question #3 Which source would most likely be the most helpful in understanding the role 

pesticides play in regard to the decline in the honey bee population?  Explain why this source is 

most likely the most helpful.  Give at least three details from the source to support your answer. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Part 2 

You will now have the opportunity to review your notes and sources, and plan, draft, and revise 

your letter.  You may use your notes to refer to the sources.  You may also refer to the answers 

you wrote to the questions in Part 1.  Now read your assignment and begin your work. 

 

Your Assignment 

In June 2013, The Oregon Department of Agriculture adopted a temporary rule that restricted the 

use of 18 pesticide products that contain an active ingredient that kills bees.  Some citizens in 

your community agree with this new rule, and some citizens disagree with the rule.  You have 

been asked to write a letter to the Oregon Department of Agriculture explaining your opinion 

about the new rule. 

 In your letter, you will take a side as to whether you agree with the new rule, or whether you 

disagree with the rule. Make sure you clearly state your opinion and write several paragraphs 

supporting your opinion with reasons and details from the different sources you read.  Develop 

your ideas clearly and use your own words, except when quoting directly from the sources.  Be 

sure to give the source title or number for the details or facts you use.   

 


