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“

It’s incredible to
think that monarchs
we see during late
summer and early
fall, weighing just
about the weight of a
paper clip, are able to
travel all the way to
Mexico and find their
ancestor’s home for
the winter.

”

– Brenna Jones, Wisconsin
Monarch Collaborative
coordinator
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Monarch butterfly
migration is underway

A parent’s perspective
Connecting kids with creatures
brings the classroom home

BY Melanie

Korman

CONTRIBUTOR

This is our second summer raising monarchs and it has proven to be an
incredible learning experience and very rewarding to our family. My kids
Madelyn, 6, and Levi, 3, love to care for the caterpillars, watch them grow,
and finally release them as spectacular butterflies.
Last year, we decided to start our monarch mission, after watching my mother-inlaw’s habitat thriving. At that time, we couldn’t even identify milkweed – the caterpillars’
lifeline – let alone knew it was growing plentiful right in our own Rochester backyard.
This past May, as soon as milkweed popped up, we were on the hunt for tiny eggs laid.
Fast forward to today and we have 11 healthy caterpillars, 10 hanging chrysalises and
have released 40 butterflies. We will release our last monarchs, known as the migrators in
early September, just in time for them to travel down to Mexico for the winter.
Raising monarchs does take a bit of
See PARENT’S PERSPECTIVE, Back Page
dedication. Every other morning, we venture

We bring the finest
quality farm-fresh
meats to your table.

Amazing metamorphosis
For the Kormans (see related column)
and the Schmidts in Waterford, watching

262-723-2919
www.wilsonfarmmeats.com

monarchs grow from egg to butterfly, from
their home habitat, has been a bonding and
educational experience.
“We’ve watched friends do it for
years,” Jodi Schmidt said, “and my kids
are very into nature and learning how
things change, so we decided to raise them
too.”
Jodi and kids Savannah, 6, Chase, 5,
and Mackenzie, 2, venture out to hunt for
monarch eggs at local parks and at one
point, saw a new butterfly emerge from its
chrysalis.
“It was so beautiful to see,” she said.
Their home habitat has given the family
that same extraordinary experience three
different times. They have 11 hungry
caterpillars in different stages preparing
for their own wings.
Releasing the butterflies is special for
the family. After their wings dry, they get a
little meal of fruit and flowers.
“Then we wish them well and send
a secret message to a family member in
heaven before we set them free,” Jodi said.
Caring for caterpillars is something
the kids take pride in, according to
mom. Together they routinely switch
out milkweed plants with fresh leaves
and make sure their enclosure is tidy by
cleaning the frass (monarch poop).
Jodi said as their caterpillars grew, they
quickly learned “we need more room for
milkweed.”
Monarch caterpillars feed exclusively
on the leaves of milkweed. Therefore,
milkweed is critical for the survival
of monarchs. Without it, they cannot
complete their life cycle and their
populations decline.
According to Jones, raising monarchs
can be a fun way to watch and learn
more about their transformation process.
However, there are some drawbacks,
including potential disease and genetics
concerns.
“The best way to help monarchs is to
create a native prairie planting in your
yard that includes a variety of flowering
plants and milkweeds,” she said.
A threatened population
Breeding and overwintering habitat
loss, pesticide use, and climate change are
all contributing factors to the declining
monarch population.
Jones said the USFWS has been
petitioned to add monarchs to the federal
endangered species list, with the listing
decision to be made in December.
According to the Xerces Society, the
eastern migratory population has declined

See MONARCH BUTTERFLY, Back Page
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Melanie Korman, mom to Levi (pictured) and Madelyn, is greeted by one of
her newly emerged monarch butterflies before sending it on its journey. The
Kormans are in their second season of raising monarchs inside their Rochester home, and say that the experience has been enriching for parents and kids,
watching each metamorphosis.

he sun is setting sooner,
leaves are crisping, and
back-to-school preparations are in
full swing.
As summer begins to wrap,
experts and nature enthusiasts
throughout the state are relishing the
magnificent monarch migration.
The annual migration begins in midAugust and continues into November.
Brenna Jones, the state coordinator for
the Wisconsin Monarch Collaborative,
a consortium of organizations working
to reverse the decline of monarchs and
other pollinators across the state, said that
as the migratory generation of monarchs
are emerging, they will need a lot of fuel,
(nectar) to make the journey south.
Migratory monarchs fly up to 3,000
miles to reach their overwintering home
in Mexico, according to the U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service.
“Keep an eye out for roosts of dozens to
hundreds of monarchs developing in trees
when we start to get a few cool nights in a
row in fall,” Jones advised.
Monarchs that migrate from Wisconsin
to Mexico, according to Jones, spend
the winter in a unique microclimate high
in oyamel fir trees in select locations in
Mexico.
“They return to these same locations year
after year,” she said.
Beginning around late February or early
March, monarchs start to head north again
and lay eggs in the southern United States.
After they lay their eggs, the generation
that migrated and overwintered in Mexico
dies, and the next generation makes their
way further north.
Second and third generations continue
this pattern, traveling as far north as
Canada. Along
the way,
adult female
monarchs
look for
different
species of
milkweed to lay
their eggs on, and
drink the nectar from a
variety of wildflowers,
Jones explained.
“It’s incredible to think
that monarchs we see during late summer
and early fall, weighing just about the
weight of a paper clip, are able to travel
all the way to Mexico and find their
ancestor’s home for the winter,” she said.
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by about 80 percent over the
last 20 years.
“The declining trend is
not promising, but many
conservationists are hopeful
that, collectively, we can
reverse this trend,” Jones
said.
She cited the Monarch
Larva Monitoring Project,
which collects milkweed and
monarch data from citizen
scientists across the state, the
numbers of eggs, larva and
monarchs, which reported
that this year’s population is
very similar to this time last
year across the state.
However, there isn’t
always a direct correlation
between the number of
monarchs observed during
their breeding season and
the official population
counts that will occur on the
overwintering sites in Mexico
later in winter. A lot depends
on weather conditions
during the migration and
overwintering periods, she
said.
Monarchs are an
indicator for the health of an
ecosystem and a charismatic
representative of many
invertebrates that have been
declining, Jones said.
“It’s important to continue
to support organizations
that are working to help
pollinators and other
declining species, continue
to learn about and volunteer
for these efforts, and lead
by example within your
local neighborhood and
community,” she said.
“If you create monarch
habitat in your yard, you can
put up a Monarch Waystation
sign to advertise your efforts
to neighbors,” Jones added.
“If your company has extra
land adjacent to or near the
building, you could organize
volunteer days to create
and maintain habitat, which
could also increase company
morale. The important point
is that anyone, despite their
background or level of
knowledge, is able to help in
some small way.”

Be a butterfly’s
best friend
To help reverse the
decline of monarch
populations as well
as other important
pollinators, Wisconsin
Monarch Collaborative
Coordinator Brenna
Jones suggests the
following:
• Create and maintain
monarch-friendly habitat
with native milkweed
and nectar plants, or
find a local organization
focused on this to
support or volunteer for;
• Reduce pesticide
use, which has the
potential to kill
monarchs, other
pollinators, and the
plants they need for
food;
• Avoid mowing
milkweed when
monarchs are present
during the summer
months;
• Participate in
monarch citizen science
activities, such as
the Monarch Larva
Monitoring Project or
Journey North;
• Manage invasive
species, which crowd out
native plants; and
• Be sure to plant a
variety of native species
that bloom from spring
through the late fall,
including milkweeds
that are the only plants
monarch caterpillars can
eat. More information
about where to find
native seeds or plants,
how to plant for
your land type, and
where to find further
resources to support the
planning, planting, and
maintenance process can
be found here: wiatri.
net/Projects/Monarchs/
habitat.cfm.

• Parent’s perspective
out to pick fresh milkweed
for our hungry caterpillars.
When raising monarchs,
it’s critical that you have a
milkweed source or don’t
bother, because this is what
they need to eat and grow.
We’ve witnessed our
caterpillars molt (shed their
skin), form their chrysalis,
and emerge from that
chrysalis. When this amazing
transformation happens,
it’s quick, and each time
we see it, we are in awe.
The process from egg to
monarch, we have learned,
is about a month’s time, so
overall that’s pretty quick to
watch each growth stage.
When the butterfly
emerges from its chrysalis,
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Five-year-old Chase Schmidt, Waterford, greets a
Madelyn and Levi Korman pick fresh milkweed sevnewly emerged monarch from his home habitat. Chase eral times a week to bring home to their little monarch
and his family provide their butterflies with a snack of habitat for the hungry caterpillars.
flowers and fruit before releasing them on their journey.
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Six-year-old Madelyn Korman shows off one of the
Three-year-old Levi Korman releases one of more
male monarchs she helped raise with her family before than 40 monarch butterflies he and his family watched
sending it off.
grow from an egg laid on a milkweed leaf.

(Continued from front page)

it will stay with you and dry
its wings for around four
hours before taking flight.
When we release each, we
wish them well on their
long journey and feel good
about taking them under our
figurative wings.
My kids love the
anticipation of learning
whether each new butterfly is
male or female. We identify
the males by the thinner
veins and two black dots on
the bottom of the wings, and
females have thicker veins,
with no dots. I’ve read that
female monarchs lay 300 to
500 eggs in just a few weeks
of its short, two- to sixweeks lifespan (migratory
monarchs live longer).

Though the end result
is beautiful, we’ve been
reminded through the
months that there can be a
cruel side to Mother Nature.
After discovering the larger
caterpillars were devouring
our tiny ones, I quickly
added a second habitat to
separate the young and
mature.
Connecting with other
monarch mamas has really
helped. I participate on
two different Facebook
groups dedicated to sharing
information and tips –
“The Beautiful Monarch”
and “Monarch Madness
in Wisconsin.” Both are
fantastic resources and since
researchers say that less than

10% of eggs laid grow to be
healthy butterflies, I see how
these online communities are
really helping the threatened
population.
If you appreciate
monarchs, but don’t
necessarily want to join the
“Madness,” you can still
help them repopulate just by
making your backyard more
butterfly friendly. It’s as
simple as planting milkweed
free of any pesticides. Where
there is milkweed, monarchs
will come.
However, if you want the
more intimate experience
of watching them grow,
then find yourself a habitat.
We purchased our zipperenclosed, mesh habitat on

Amazon for $10. Many
local garden centers sell
them as well. Then find your
milkweed source, search for
eggs on leaves and watch
closely for activity. Once
you spot a busy larva, begin
the most important task of
providing fresh milkweed
a few times a week so they
can eat and grow. But be
cautious of bringing in
milkweed that may have
been sprayed for pesticides.
Pesticides will kill your
caterpillars.
We started out small
and simple, and now have
multiple habitats containing
each cycle of the magnificent
monarch all going on at
once. The fun and intrigue is

contagious too.
Since we began our
monarch mission, my mom,
grandma, cousin, aunt and
sisters all started habitats of
their own. We love to share
with one another the latest
chrysalis that forms and
the new wings fluttering so
elegantly.
Last year my household
released about a dozen of
these lovely creatures and at
the end of this season, I am
proud that we will have sent
off five times that amount.
With all the life-threatening
obstacles this fragile insect
faces in its short lifespan,
it brings my family joy
to contribute to such an
incredible ecological system.
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