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A TEACHER RESOURCE GUIDE TO 

TERRESTRIAL INVASIVE SPECIES 
 
How do we differentiate an invasive species? 
 
A native species is one that came to thrive in a particular ecosystem 
without human intervention. An alien (introduced) species is one that lives 
outside of its native distributional range as a result of human activity. An 
invasive species is an alien species that causes environmental or economic 
damages, or is harmful to humans. Therefore, no species is inherently 
invasive. The equation to determine whether a species is invasive involves, 
not only the species itself, but also where it is, how it arrived there, and its 
impact.  For example, although a Japanese Beetle is considered an invasive 
species in the United States, it is a non-destructive native species in Japan.  
 
What are some traits of invasive species? 
 

• Rapid reproduction allows for invasive species to quickly invade an 
area. 

• Tolerating a wide range of environmental conditions helps prevent 
invasive species from being easily wiped out. 

• Invasive species are often generalists, in that they can take 
advantage of a wide variety of resources to survive. This could mean 
being flexible with what food they eat or the shelter they use. 

• Humans often play a role in the introduction or spread of the 
invasive species, in some form or another. 

 
What problems do invasive species create? 
 
Environmental problems 
Because there is a natural balance in native ecosystems, the introduction of 
an alien species that has unique characteristics and behaviors may disrupt 
this equilibrium. Invasive species will have some advantage that allows 



 

them to outcompete native species for nature’s basic resources: water, 
food, light, and space. This advantage may be one of the traits listed above, 
or it may be the lack of any predator in that ecosystem which would 
otherwise limit the invasion. As a result, severe strain is put on native 
species, which can lead to extinction. 
 

Take the Emerald Ash Borer, for instance.  
 

      
http://www.stpaul.gov/index.aspx?NID=2495 

 
After arriving in the United States from Asia, this beetle has 
decimated the nation’s Ash forests because there are not 
native species that prey on it enough to curb the population. 
The EAB is now making its way through NY. 
 

 
Economic problems 
Invasive species can wreak economic havoc. In agriculture, invasive 
species can lower productivity and yields, thereby costing farmers money. 
There are enormous costs involved with managing invasive species, from 
researching them to implementing damage control strategies. According to 
the Nature Conservancy, the damages associated with invasive species 
amount to $1.2 trillion worldwide.  
 
How do invasive species get places? 
 
Invasive species are often introduced via ships. Zebra Mussels, for 
example, entered the US’s aquatic ecosystems from cargo ships’ ballast 
water that were coming from abroad. Insects and microorganisms also find 
their way onto ships and offload in non-native environments. In other 
cases, exotic animals intended to be pets have escaped into the wild and 
become invasive.  



 

Sometimes, humans intentionally introduce alien species into ecosystems, 
but this isn’t necessarily bad. Asian Oysters released into the Chesapeake 
Bay have filtered the water more effectively than native oysters and are 
more resistant to disease. On the other hand, the introduction of Silver 
Carp for a similar objective went wrong when the fish began spreading 
and outcompeting native fish.  
 
  

Fun Fact! 
 

  
biodiversityexplorer.org 
 
In 1890, Common Starlings were introduced into the 
US, specifically Central Park in NYC, when a man 
decided he was going to bring all the birds mentioned 
in Shakespeare’s work to North America.  

 
 
Invasive insects frequently spread because humans move firewood that 
contains the species. This is how the Emerald Ash Borer spread so rapidly 
from Michigan to New York State.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

What are some terrestrial invasive species we can 
find locally?
 
The Asian Longhorned Beetle 
infects and kills maple, elm, poplar, 
and willow trees. 

 

  
    asian-longhorned-beetle.com 

 
 
 

Purple Loosestrife is a plant 
originally intended for use in 
gardens, but has since grown 
uncontrollably in the wild, 
particularly in wetlands. As Purple 
Loosestrife outcompetes other 
native plants, birds have become 
threatened from lack of food and 
shelter. 

 

          
                   dnr.state.il.us     

 
Garlic Mustard is an invasive 
plant that spreads rapidly over 
the forest floor preventing other 
species from thriving, thereby 
decreasing biodiversity 
 

 
          newyorkinvasivespecies.info 

 
During the larval stage of the 
Gypsy Moth, caterpillars feed 
heavily on the foliage of a wide 
variety of trees leading to severe 
stress on the trees and possible 
death.   
 

     
                   ars.usda.gov



 

What can we do about invasive species? 
 

• Be able to identify invasive species. Then seek advice on how to 
remove them yourself or at least, help experts track their movement.  

• Chemicals can sometimes be used (herbicides or pesticides), as long 
as they are used safely. We must be careful not to contaminate the 
water or harm native species. 

• Do NOT move firewood from where it was cut, as this is an easy 
way for invasive insects to hitch a ride. 

• Keep up to date with research about new invasive species that have 
been identified, where they are, and ways we can help stop them. 

• Experts can use a method known as biological management in 
which they identify a predator or competitor of an invasive species 
and release it into the environment. 

 
What are some activities that will help educate 
about invasive species? 
 
• Bring your class outside into the natural surroundings and have 

each student choose an animal from a list of non-native but fun 
species that you have prepared (cobra, lion, alligator, scorpion). In 
turn, have each student act out his animal and then have the class 
discuss why this species might be invasive locally. 

• Take a fieldtrip to a nearby forest or field to search for and, if 
possible, collect any invasive species that you find. In some cases, 
you may simply find evidence of invasive species. For example, you 
may find the round exit holes in tree trunks made by Asian 
Longhorned Beetles, as seen here: 

 

 
  hyg.ipm.illinois.edu 



 

Additional Resources 

 
The Nature Conservancy 
Here you will find a more in-depth explanation of initiatives being taken 
to combat invasive species. This includes volunteering opportunities, 
political efforts, and grassroots campaigns. Visit: 
http://www.nature.org/ourinitiatives/habitats/forests/explore/the-
threat-of-invasive-species.xml 
 

 
The New York State Invasive Species Clearinghouse 
This website goes into detail about the invasive species that currently pose 
the biggest threats in New York State. It explains the background of the 
species, the impact, and prevention/control measures. Visit: 
http://www.nyis.info/index.php 
 
Department of Environmental Conservation 
Here is a site that comprehensively educates about all invasive species in 
New York. You can find information about education camps for kids, 
resources and training for teachers, and public involvement. Visit: 
http://www.dec.ny.gov/animals/265.html 

 
 

 


